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[bookmark: _Toc357730289]Chapter One
 
   A low murmur rippled through the sanctuary in harmony with the soft, deep strains of a string ensemble—everyone waiting in anticipation for the ceremony to begin. Several guests smiled, and even more frowned as a man ushered two small children into their seats just moments before the musicians ended the prelude. As he pulled a toddler with lopsided pigtails and large bows onto his lap, the processional began. Smiles and a few chuckles erupted as the maid of honor walked down the aisle, and the little girl exclaimed, “Daddy! That’s a be-u-uful bride!”
 
   Embarrassed, the father hushed his child and whispered something in her ear. Cara smiled at the little girl and winked as she passed by their pew. Seconds later, she stood at the front of the room. The guests glanced behind them, the anticipation almost palpable. People waited, ready to spring to their feet and greet the bride when the ushers flung open the doors.
 
   Cara, distracted by the enchanting child, ignored her cousin Julia in favor of the little girl. The guests, all watching the bride in her exquisite gown, missed the little drama played out in the fifth row. The child started to exclaim again, but the father stopped her. He clapped a hand over the little one’s mouth and then gently removed it, placing one finger to her lips. The child pulled his ear down to her level as she pointed to Cara.
 
   Surprise filled the man’s face. His eyes scanned Cara as he shifted his child in his arms, moving the weight higher on his shoulder and searching for whatever obviously entranced his child. Cara smiled briefly at him and turned to adjust Julia’s train as she reached her groom.
 
   Though the ceremony passed in a blur for Cara, each time she glanced at the man and his children, she found him struggling to keep his wriggling son and entranced daughter from disrupting the service. Did he have a chance to enjoy it at all? Thoughts raced through her mind, distracting her from the ceremony until at last, the minister declared Julia and Trevor husband and wife.
 
   As the groom kissed his bride, Cara glanced back once more to see the child’s reaction. Instead, two pairs of eyes met hers from across the sanctuary. The child’s showed unqualified admiration, but the man’s looked almost mournful—wistful. She didn’t know whether to give him a conspiratorial wink or a sympathetic smile.
 
   The moment evaporated in an instant. The congregation, excused by the pastor, began filing out row by row, first to last. The guests found themselves crowded in the vestibule, waiting for the receiving line. The man shuffled his daughter from side to side while holding onto his son’s hand. From her position at the front, he looked exhausted and the celebration hadn’t yet begun.
 
   As they approached the best man and maid of honor, the child exclaimed in delight once more, “She’s so be-u-uful!”
 
   Cara took the child’s hand and smiled. “You are very good for my ego, little lady. I’m Cara. What’s your name?”
 
   Without a trace of shyness or hesitation, the child gestured dramatically, “I’m Riley. That’s Bryson and he,” the child threw her arms around her father’s neck, kissing his cheek with evident adoration, “is my bestest daddy in the world. Grownups like you call him Jonafan.”
 
   “I’d better be your only daddy, Ry.”
 
   Nodding wisely, she grinned at Cara. “He is.” Another nod. “My only daddy. Isn’t he han’some?”
 
   Cara blushed and glanced at the embarrassed father. Leaning closer, she whispered softly into the child’s ear, “If you promise not to tell…”
 
   “Oh, I do!”
 
   Jonathan Lyman’s deep but soft chuckle washed over woman and child. “Appropriate words for the occasion, Riley.”
 
   “Hush. This is between Riley and me,” Cara insisted, barely giving Jonathan a glance. However, in that glance, she saw something that intrigued her. He had noticed that she’d brushed him off and it bothered him. He wanted that glance. 
 
   Cara leaned in closer, cupping her hand around Riley’s ear. “Your daddy is the handsomest man I’ve ever seen.” Stepping back and feeling extremely foolish, she gave Riley a serious look. “Remember, you promised not to tell.”
 
   Riley nodded solemnly, but her wide grin told Jonathan, and anyone else watching, the verdict had been favorable. Just as he moved to hug the groom, Riley screeched, “I won’t tell. I won’t ever.”
 
   Just then, the quiet little boy at his side tugged his arm. “Daddy, I gotta go. Now. I really gotta—”
 
   “All right, Bry…” He smiled at the happy couple. “Congratulations. I’m sure you’ll be very happy.”
 
   At the bathroom door, shrieks of horror echoed through the vestibule, followed by indignant shouts of, “—but I can’t go in the boys’ bathroom! I can’t! I’s a girl!”
 
   The acoustics in the vestibule amplified Jonathan’s forced, quiet tones enough that the entire room heard him say, “You go into the men’s room every time.”
 
   “But not when she’s watching!”
 
    The crowd tittered. Taking her cue in the form of a nudge from the bride, Cara slipped from the receiving line and hurried to Jonathan’s side as he attempted to pull the shrieking child, hands clutching at the doorjamb, into the bathroom. “May I take her? We’ll be over there greeting the guests.”
 
   After throwing her a grateful look, Jonathan slipped into the bathroom to help relieve his son’s discomfort and recompose himself. While Bryson carefully rolled up his sleeves, washed his hands and dried them, Jonathan took a deep breath and struggled to control his emotions. Steady man. Just get through the day.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “May I join you for a little while?”
 
   Jonathan started when he heard Cara’s voice behind him. “Of course, but—”
 
   “It’s the pretty wedding lady! I forgotted—”
 
   Jonathan interjected with the absent-minded correction of parents everywhere, “Forgot.”
 
   “Yeah. I forgot your name.”
 
   Cara slipped into the chair next to Riley and leaned close to the little girl. “My name is Cara.”
 
   “Miss Cara. Remember, Riley, you call her Miss.”
 
   Across the table, Cara gave him a slow smile. “I think I’m now forever grateful that my father insisted on Cara instead of Carrie.”
 
    Without waiting for a reply, she turned to Bryson. “You’re a big boy. I think you’re probably about five?”
 
   Bryson’s large, blue eyes widened. “Soon. Daddy says my birthday is soon, but sometimes that means in a few days, and sometimes it means years, so I’m not sure when.”
 
   “Next month. Your birthday is in…” Jonathan did some mental before continuing, “three weeks, four days, six hours, fifteen minutes, and thirty two, thirty one, thirty—”
 
   “Daddy!”
 
   “The sixteenth of next month.” Jonathan glanced at Cara’s face, waiting to see the look of a caged animal trying to flee. It never surfaced. Cara remained focused on Bryson as she asked about how they celebrated and what present he’d want that no one would ever get him.
 
   “A lily.”
 
   Tears filled Jonathan’s eyes, and he berated himself for his lack of control at moments such as these. Each time he thought he’d accepted his loss, a glance at his mother, or his father-in-law’s face, or an innocent remark by one of his children pushed the knife back into his heart. No matter how much he seemed to wiggle it out, something always seemed to drive it back in—something like a sweet comment from his son.
 
   “Why would you like a lily?” Cara’s surprise seemed to delight Riley. 
 
   “For Mommy! We take them to Mommy.”
 
   “Well, you are a special boy. Not every young man would ask for a gift to give his mother instead. Where is she today? I bet Julia would let you have some from the church.”
 
   Riley’s sweet little voice, chipper and cheerful, exclaimed, “In heaven. She’s lucky. We have to wait, but she’s already there.”
 
   To his surprise, Cara didn’t blink twice. One hand reached automatically for Bryson’s hand, and the other pulled Riley a little closer. “That is wonderfully lucky for her.” She leaned forward and whispered, “I have a confession, though.”
 
   Bryson, choking back tears for a mother he remembered enough to miss, leaned closer. “A confession? Did you do something wrong?”
 
   “Well, I don’t know if it’s wrong. You tell me. I confess that I feel a little sad to think she isn’t here where she can hug you and tell you stories. Can I do that for her today?”
 
   “That’s not wrong. That’s perturbing others and we’re supposed to do that. My Sunday school teacher says that Jesus wants us to perferb—preterb—” 
 
   “Prefer. Preferring one another,” Jonathan interjected as he surreptitiously wiped at his tears between chuckles.
 
   Riley, not happy that her Miss Cara now appeared to ignore her, said, “Of course you can tell me stories. Let’s go sit on the couches and snuggle up, an’ you can tell me all the stories you know. If I fall asleep it’s ‘cause I’s tired. I always falls asleep when Daddy tells me stories.”
 
   Cara glanced across the table and met Jonathan’s eyes. “May I? Things are going to get pretty loud in here soon. Jules has a room set up down the hall with things for the kids to do; there are even couches and pallets for—” She visibly changed words mid-sentence. “—resting. She has some of the teens from her church watching the kids so that the parents don’t have to worry.”
 
   “You don’t have—”
 
   “No, I don’t, but may I?” 
 
   Something in her face showed a certain gentleness he’d never seen in anyone else. She somehow managed to convey compassion and care without pity. “Of course. Thank you.”
 
   A few steps from the table, she turned and waited for him to catch her eye. “Try to enjoy yourself. It’s a wonderful day.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The song switched to a slow country number, much to Jonathan’s amusement. His nephew, Trevor, hated country music. A voice near his ear made him jump. “Julia! Why aren’t you with Trevor?”
 
   “My cousin needs someone to dance with. She doesn’t date, so half the men in this room won’t even ask her to dance, and the other half are taken.”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “Good. Come on.” 
 
   Leaving him no chance to protest without a scene, Julia steered him to one side of the room—the side opposite from the one he expected— the side where her cousin Linda stood looking desperate. He’d met Linda at a picnic the previous month. The woman’s raucous laughter; a blouse that had to be three sizes too small, exposing much more of her cleavage than any man had a right to see in public; and her inability to keep silent for more than a few seconds, had worn him out before he had a chance to take the first bite of his meal.
 
   Reliving that horrible afternoon left him distracted. He glanced at his watch as Julia pushed him toward a woman—one with her back to them—one he thought he recognized. Tapping the woman’s arm, Julia asked to excuse her cousin from a conversation. Cara turned to see who’d summoned her and smiled—gently. The word returned to mind with every action, every look, every word. He felt surrounded by gentleness in her mere presence.
 
   “I—” He hadn’t been prepared to ask. Somehow, he’d expected Julia to force them together. As it was, his new niece had managed a perfect disappearing act. “I wondered if you’d care to dance.”
 
   She didn’t make a move toward him, but she smiled again. “I would. I would love to dance.”
 
   An awkward few seconds ticked past until he realized that he hadn’t actually asked her. Praying that the darkened room hid the rising red in his face and neck, Jonathan held out his hand and asked, “Shall we?”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   The response startled him, leaving him wondering how to respond. “It’s truly my pleasure.”
 
   They danced without speaking. Though neither danced well, they moved comfortably to the music until it ended. Jonathan had heard of companionable silences. Books are littered with descriptions of people so comfortable in their own skins and with each other that verbal communication is unnecessary. However, before his dance with Cara, and despite an almost aching desire for it, he’d never truly believed it existed.
 
   At the edge of the dance floor, he led her to the bar and offered her a glass of sparkling cider. “I’d ask you again, but these quick numbers are beyond my abilities. I’m afraid I’d embarrass both of us.”
 
   Cara studied his face for a moment as though to ascertain his genuineness. “Perhaps you’ll ask again when a slower song comes along.”
 
   He watched her, curious. How did she manage to be so forthright without slipping into flirtation? “In the meantime, would you like something from the hors d’ oeuvres table?”
 
   She nodded. “While you do that, I’ll see how your children are doing. Be back in a minute.”
 
   Without a word or a look to intimate that she was worthy of notice for this attention to his children, Cara slipped from the room. He’d never seen anything like it. Women sometimes showed interest in his children to impress him, but she clearly didn’t care what he thought of her. She cared about the children’s welfare.
 
   He found them a table and brought her a glass of sparkling juice to go with her assortment of gourmet finger foods. Jonathan knew his actions would bring him scrutiny from his whole family. The phones and emails would tear up the lines over the next week, but at that exact moment, he didn’t care. The day had promised to be awkward, painful, and long, but instead, he found himself enjoying the day. Cara had managed to make the reception, thus far, enjoyable and with no expectations—a gift for a man like him. 
 
   As Jonathan snapped from his reverie, he realized that she’d seated herself across from him and taken a bite of food. “I’m sorry, how rude of me.”
 
   “You were somewhere else. And your children are fine. They’re going to wake up Riley in half an hour so she’ll still sleep for you tonight.”
 
   The statement lay comfortably between them. It was as though the table was a lane with porches rather than a tennis court. Rather than a “ball in your court” to lob back at your partner at regular intervals, they each sat companionably on their own porches and stepped across the lawns from time to time to chat if desired. The thought amused him. Porches versus courts—how whimsical could he get?
 
   Jonathan watched her between bites. Though discreet, he didn’t hide his observation. They toasted with the rest of the guests and ate their cake. At the bouquet toss, when Cara chose not to join the other ladies, Jonathan finally spoke. “No bouquet?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m silly, I know, but I only want one bridal bouquet and someone else’s isn’t it.”
 
   The room slowly emptied. “What flowers would you put in yours?”
 
   “I don’t know. I think it’d depend upon whom I married. I think that affects those choices.”
 
   At the sound of a muffled cheer, she smiled. “I hope Linda got it. That’d make her happy.”
 
   He kept waiting for her to slip. With interest, he noted everything she said, the ease in which she blended into any situation and her comfort with his disinclination for conversation—all things that he’d never encountered with anyone else in his life. Though refreshing, he wondered if it could possibly be genuine. 
 
   She smiled at him as the bride reentered the hall. “That’s my cue. My bride awaits. I have work to do. It was very nice to meet you. I hope I see you again soon, but if not, thank you for a lovely evening.”
 
   Jonathan shook her hand, holding it a few seconds longer than necessary as he searched her face for a trace of dishonesty. “You mean that. Thank you. I enjoyed myself as well. We’re all happy to have met you.”
 
   As she slipped out the door behind Julia, Jonathan saw Cara give him one last smile. He searched his mind for an appropriate adjective to describe that smile as he rose and left to retrieve his children. Wistful didn’t seem quite right, but it was the closest he could find. 
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730290]Chapter Two
 
   Jonathan, Bryson, and Riley entered the hotel restaurant. Across the room, Cara chatted animatedly with her family and friends at a large table arranged specifically for the wedding breakfast. The picture she presented appeared to be almost the antithesis of the woman from the wedding. This woman charmed everyone around her, showing a vivacity that appealed but was so different that it confused him. Was she such a chameleon, or had she shown him more pity than he realized?
 
   His children munched on scrambled eggs and toast while he picked at his eggs Benedict. Ignoring their open mouths as they chewed and chattered, he moved his perfect eggs around on the plate, allowing them to cool into an inedible mess, and watched the scene across the room with more interest than he meant to show. A shriek of excitement from his daughter brought Cara’s eyes to his.
 
   “Oh, Daddy! Look! It’s pretty Miss Cara!” Riley’s voice carried across the restaurant, prompting amused glances around them.
 
   With a sweet smile, she held up her index finger, turned back to her group, and continued her meal for a minute or two before she glanced back at them. Seeing Riley’s forlorn face, she sent Jonathan a questioning look and jerked her head at Riley. He nodded, nudging Riley and pointing to Cara, who beckoned the child to come sit by her.
 
   Bryce watched the proceedings interestedly as he chewed his toast into a Mickey Mouse head. “Daddy, I think Miss Cara likes us.”
 
   “Why do you say that?” Jonathan wondered what kind of insightful comment Bryson would make now.
 
   “She doesn’t have to be nice to us today, but she is. She wants to come over and see us, but she doesn’t want to be rude, so she asked Riley to come over so Riley doesn’t embarrass you again.”
 
   Mortified that his son noticed his embarrassment, Jonathan met his son’s eyes. “Do you understand the difference in being embarrassed by a person and being embarrassed by something they do?”
 
   Bryson bit off Mickey’s ear. “Like how I get embarrassed when you tell someone how great I did, but I’m really happy too?”
 
   Jonathan ignored his first inclination to remind his son not to talk with his mouth full. “That’s right. I’m embarrassed that Riley drew attention to us, but I could never be embarrassed about her.”
 
   “Because you love her.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   As the people at Cara’s table left one by one, Cara led Riley back to her father’s table. Each step closer gave Jonathan a clearer picture of her. In everyday clothes, without the glamor of the formal occasion, he saw much clearer the beauty that enchanted his daughter. Bryson’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “Her hair is almost pink, isn’t it?”
 
   “Strawberry—that’s what they call it. Not blonde, not red—kind of in between.” A few freckles—he’d almost bet she hated them—scattered across her nose as if obligatory with her hair color.
 
   Cara reached the table and smiled as Riley climbed up beside her father. “Good morning. I’m so glad to see you both again. Are you finished eating?”
 
   Bryson held up his one eared piece of Mickey-chewed toast. “I’m not.”
 
   Cara looked at Jonathan’s plate and said, “You haven’t taken more than a bite, is something wrong with it?”
 
   “Just distracted,” he replied, trying to hide his embarrassment.
 
   Without hesitation, Cara signaled a waiter and ordered a fresh plate of eggs Benedict, a bowl of fruit, and an omelet for herself. “We were so busy talking and catching up at the other table that I didn’t get to eat anything.”
 
   By the time the food arrived, Cara had the children drawing on pages from a notepad in her purse, and Jonathan had relaxed again. Between comments and compliments on the children’s artwork, Cara conversed with Jonathan, but only with her eyes. No one had ever been able to be so comfortable with his predilection for silence.
 
   Riley’s voice broke the hush surrounding their table. “Daddy, can Miss Cara come to Gramma Lyman’s house with us?”
 
   The awkward silence he’d expected since the moment she joined them finally made an appearance. It hovered over the table, hushing even little Riley, who buried her face into her father’s shirt, visibly confused as to what she said that could be so wrong. Cara glanced at each miserable face and then wiped her mouth. With a look of encouragement for Jonathan, Cara excused herself.
 
   Minutes passed as he waited for her to return. Riley begged to go find her, but Jonathan assured his daughter that their new friend wouldn’t slip out the back door. As if to prove his words, Cara appeared, smiling. In her eyes, he saw that she knew he’d reissue the invitation.
 
   Jonathan cleared his throat. “If you don’t have other plans…” 
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   His eyes questioned; hers answered. Riley’s head twisted back and forth as though watching the tennis match he had dismissed as non-existent the previous night. “I want to know!” she wailed.
 
   Bryson’s confident voice answered before either adult could speak. “Of course she is. She just said so.”
 
   “She did?” Confusion flooded the little girl’s face.
 
   “His eyes asked her if she would come after she said she didn’t have plans, and her eyes said yes.”
 
   “They have talking eyes?” Riley exclaimed, several decibels louder than necessary.
 
   Jonathan led them all outside as the entire restaurant turned toward them for the second time that morning. “Do you have a car here or—”
 
   “It’s in the parking garage. I’m staying one more night before I go home.”
 
   “Where do you live, Miss Cara?”
 
   “In Westbury.”
 
   Cara explained to Bryson where Westbury was and why she’d gotten a hotel room when her home was only twenty miles away. Meanwhile, Jonathan led them to the lobby where a valet brought his car to the portico. As he buckled Riley into her car seat, Jonathan processed this information. She was a local. Usually, that kind of information would be encouraging, but he had a problem.
 
   He wasn’t. 
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “So where did you meet our Jonathan?”
 
   Cara couldn’t remember one name from the next. Her natural weakness in remembering names and faces was compounded after a long weekend full of strangers. “At the wedding. Riley seemed to take to me.”
 
   “You’re the maid of honor!” the woman exclaimed, recognizing Cara at last. “I’m astonished that my nephew brought home a girl he just met.” Her voice lowered slightly as she murmured, “You must be an amazing woman.”
 
   Cara’s eyes swept the room and found Jonathan sitting in a window seat stroking Riley’s hair as she slept with her thumb sliding slowly from her mouth. His eyes never left Cara. They seemed to follow her everywhere she went. 
 
   As he stood and moved toward her, she turned back to Jonathan’s aunt. “I think I’d say that I’m an amazed woman.”
 
   Mrs. Lyman couldn’t respond. Jonathan reached Cara’s side, and his hand slid comfortably under her elbow. He leaned in and murmured, “Care for a walk?” To Jeanette Lyman, he said, “Aunt Jeanie? Will you all keep an eye on Bryson and Riley?”
 
   “Go have fun, Jonathan. We’re not going anywhere. This is your vacation. I don’t want to see you until after the kids are in bed for the night.”
 
   Jonathan asked again, “A walk?”
 
   She followed him to the door. “Certainly.”
 
   “Dinner?”
 
   Amused, Cara nodded, agreeing. “Dinner.”
 
   “Then maybe a movie?”
 
   She squeezed his hand lightly before she dropped it. “I’d love it.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   They entered a packed theater. Jonathan, preferring not to climb over people to get to middle and back seats, led her to the center front row. They sat for several minutes, watching advertisements flashing and rolling on the screen until Cara glanced at Jonathan and sighed. “I need to move. I’m already getting dizzy. I can’t sit too close or...”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” He stood, offering his hand, but she didn’t seem to notice.
 
   “I thought I’d try it since we’re early. I’m sorry.”
 
   Once Jonathan settled them in the seats near the back, he turned to her. “Please don’t apologize. It’s my pleasure to find a way to make you comfortable after the way you cared for my family.”
 
   A certain amount of shyness existed between them—one that seemed to feed an almost electrical undercurrent of burgeoning attraction. Jonathan recognized it and wondered why he met her now when he’d just have to go home at the end of the week. His heart pounded at that idea. Since when did he have the time or inclination to develop an interest in any woman? As a grieving widower, he had rejected any attempts for others to “set him up” with someone. How was this any different? Doesn’t matter, he thought to himself. It just is.
 
   The movie tugged at their heartstrings, the plot revolving around two people meeting on an airplane, living on opposite ends of the country, and the impossibility of such a relationship. A happy-ending both encouraged and frustrated him. The sci-fi thriller would have been gentler on their hearts, and if he could trust the expression on her face as an indication, she felt it just as keenly as he did.
 
   Outside the cinema, Jonathan spoke, no longer hiding from the topic he had intended to avoid. “Ouch.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Jonathan couldn’t help but marvel how much could be said with only one word. He led her along Rockland Boulevard, to Eastbrook, and toward Rockland City Park. The park would be empty on a late Sunday evening, but it didn’t close for another hour or two. As he’d hoped, the gazebo stood empty. They sat on opposite sides of it, their feet stretched toward the middle, not speaking.
 
   After struggling within himself for several minutes, Jonathan blurted, “I’m here for a week. Most of the family leaves tonight. I promised to go to my grandmother’s house for breakfast on Thursday, and of course, I want to see my aunt some, but—” He swallowed hard. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. Perhaps—
 
   “I hope I’ll see you.” 
 
   Jonathan quit staring at his hands as though they’d give him the answers he desired. Eyes met and held one another. Heartstrings sent out tremulous tentacles that curled in similar directions as though waiting for permission to intertwine at the perfect place and time. Cara smiled; Jonathan nodded.
 
   “You will.” He moved to her side, sitting cross-legged beside her. “Is it wise?”
 
   Cara sat up as well, “Do we care?”
 
   “You don’t know anything about me.”
 
   Her gaze moved from their hands as they fidgeted mere inches from each other, to his eyes once more. “But I want to know everything. Tell me about your wife. What was her name?”
 
   “How did you know I felt like talking?”
 
   Her laughter echoed around them. It was the first time he’d heard it and it surprised him. Rather than a gentle laugh that fit her persona, or a musical one that fit her deep, throaty voice, it was loud and erupted like a volcano from deep within her. If it hadn’t been so infectious or delighted, he might have found it raucous. 
 
   “Jonathan, you’re talking. If you talk, you obviously must feel like it. You’re not shy, and you don’t have trouble formulating your thoughts. You just usually don’t care to talk, so when you do, you do.”
 
   His index finger stroked the back of her hand with one long, slow movement. “How is it you can understand in twenty-four hours what my own mother is just starting to grasp?”
 
   “Because I don’t feel responsible for your ability or inability to relate in society. I don’t care if people understand you; I only care that I do.”
 
   His eyes twinkled charmingly. “You do care or you care about whether or not you understand me?”
 
   She placed both hands on her knees as though for support. “All three.”
 
   “But I only gave two options.”
 
   “But I also understand you, so that’s three.”
 
   For several more minutes, they sat in silence, once again their eyes communicating without words, but the conversation remained deep and full of understanding. At last, he spoke again. “My wife didn’t understand me. We married young. I loved her, so I tried to be someone she could understand. People said she brought me out of my shell, but…”
 
   “But trying to be someone you weren’t drove you deeper into yourself than ever before?”
 
   His hands squeezed into fists instinctively. “I really tried, but I realized that by trying to become more extroverted, I was really pulling away from her.” Jonathan dropped his head. “I eventually had to explain it all to her.
 
   “She tried to understand, but she didn’t, did she?”
 
   With an almost imperceptible shake of his head, he sighed. “No.”
 
   “She loved you.”
 
   Jonathan’s head snapped up, and his eyes bored back into hers once more. “Do you think so? How could she? She never knew me. I didn’t let her choose whether to marry me or not. She married a fraud.”
 
   Cara seemed to choose her words carefully. “She married you. Just like any marriage, there were parts of you that she didn’t fully understand, just as you didn’t understand parts of her. Yes, you tried to be something you weren’t, but not to deceive her. You did it to please her. That’s an admirable motive, not a despicable one.” She paused, allowing her words to sink in before she continued. “How did she die? What was her name? What do you miss most about her? What did you miss in your marriage that you hope for in the future? Tell me about you.” Then, with a saucy grin, she added, “I have to get all the information out of you while you’re willing to talk, you know.”
 
   “Lily was tall, slender, and shy. She talked a mile a minute if she knew you well, but otherwise she was your proverbial wallflower—happy to blend into the background if it meant protection from notice.”
 
   “How did you two ever get to know one another?”
 
   He smiled at the sigh his rumbling laugh produced. Lily had been like that. She had loved his laughter—considered it one of his best assets. Cara’s reaction inferred that it hadn’t just been prejudice. “I met her in a group study in college. We were working on a project. There were six of us, and three didn’t show. The other guy was disgusted and said to reschedule, but Lily and I decided to do a lot of the research so we wouldn’t be behind. I think the fact that I kept quiet made her comfortable, because she started talking.”
 
   He paused and took a deep breath. “Something about her—she seemed delicate, almost fragile. She was so kind. I wanted to know her, and for the first time in my life, I was willing to do something about it.”
 
   “For the first time? I don’t understand.”
 
   A blush stole over his face, reddening his neck and giving him a slight rugged look that completely changed his appearance. “There were girls in high school and my first years at college. I’d meet one and be interested. I’d want to get to know them, but never enough to force myself to talk. I talk when I have something to say, not when someone has something they want to hear. So, I never got to know them, and eventually, each one stepped back out of my life.”
 
   A question formed in Cara’s eyes. Jonathan saw it and nodded. “I had a million ways of telling her how much I loved her,” he paused, a twinkle in his eye. “And some of them used words.”
 
   Cara glanced at her phone and her shoulders drooped. “We have to go. They’re closing in ten minutes.”
 
   “Do you mind if I get the children before we head back to the hotel?”
 
   “Only if I get to help.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   At the Rockland Towers, Cara carried Riley to the elevator, up three floors, and into the Lyman’s suite while Jonathan carried Bryson. As she laid the child on the bed she murmured, “Do you need help with PJ’s or anything?”
 
   Before Jonathan and Cara could help them out of their clothes, both children curled into fetal position, facing one another on the bed. Jonathan shook his head. “I’ve got it, thanks.”
 
   He walked her to the door and let himself out behind her. “I’d walk—” Jonathan swallowed the lump that formed in his throat and gave up any attempt to finish what he’d intended to say.
 
   With their eyes engaged in a more intimate conversation, Jonathan and Cara made plans for dinner the following evening. “I asked Aunt Jeannie, and she said someone would be available to watch the kids anytime.”
 
   “You could bring them with you, too.”
 
   “Maybe later in the week.”
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow then. Thank you for today, I can’t remember ever having a more wonderful time.”
 
   His hand moved to cup her cheek, but he pulled back slightly before he reached it. “And if I don’t talk—”
 
   “I think we communicate beautifully with or without words. I want to spend time with you, Jonathan, not write a dictionary.”
 
   Ever so lightly, his thumb crossed the final few centimeters of air and lightly trailed across her cheek. “I like thesauruses more. Or should that be thesauri?”
 
   “Both, I think. Goodnight, Jonathan.”
 
   “Night, Cara.” He turned to swipe the key card to his door and murmured under his breath, “—mia?”
 
   One last glance as she walked down the hallway to the elevators made up his mind. He dashed after her. “Cara…”
 
   She turned abruptly, causing him to slam into her and knocking her into the elevator door. “Well, that’s one way to bowl me over.”
 
   “I am so sorry! Are you okay?” Concern filled Jonathan’s face and his hands reached for her head, but he couldn’t bring himself to touch her. 
 
   “I didn’t hit that hard. It sounded worse than it is.”
 
   Taking a breath, he started backing toward his door again, unwilling to be out of earshot of his children. “Lunch—do you get a break?”
 
   “Yes—at one.” At his inquisitive look, she added, “I take a delayed lunch so that the office manager can eat with the others.”
 
   “Can I pick you up?”
 
   “I doubt it, I’m no lightweight, but you can try that tomorrow. Go around behind the building and come in from the south entrance. Less traffic and closer to several restaurants.”
 
   Choosing to ignore Cara’s dig at the curves he found attractive, Jonathan nodded then raced for his door. His card key slid in and released the lock. He turned the knob and waited with her, forty feet or more away, until the elevator arrived, opened, and then closed, taking her out of sight. Inside his room, he slipped the key into his pocket and sighed. “Jonathan Lyman, this is much too soon and incredibly irresponsible.”
 
   His voice reached his heart, but his heart laughed and cried, “I don’t care.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730291]Chapter Three
 
   Sun glinted against the steel and glass insurance building as Cara strode from the side door. Each step toward the parking lot ignited doubts about her hair, her clothing—even her jewelry. As she walked across the asphalt, her beige silk pants and ivory top suddenly felt too simple, as if she’d gone for the repressed librarian effect. 
 
   Cara shook off her insecurities and smiled as Jonathan stepped from the car and hurried to meet her. The appreciation in his eyes preceded his “Wow!” by mere seconds.
 
   “Eloquent as ever, Jonathan.”
 
   He held the car door open for her. Just before he closed it, he leaned in and murmured, “Mmm hmm.”
 
    She laughed as he jogged around the back of the car and slid behind the wheel. As he backed out of the parking spot, a loop on her purse caught her attention. She flipped the strap back and forth, a frown forming. “I think the leather is cracking,” she murmured to herself.
 
   “What?”
 
   Still absorbed in the frustration of a favorite purse wearing out before she’d had it long enough to break it in, Cara repeated herself without glancing his way. “The loop for the strap on my purse is cracking. I just don’t understand it.”
 
   “Leather shouldn’t crack—not good leather.” He reached over and rubbed the leather between his thumb and forefinger. “Old?”
 
   “Less than three months.”
 
   “I’d take it back. That looks like good leather—not cheap.” He pulled into an empty parking space on a side street.
 
   Cara glanced around her. “Whoa… The Fiddleleaf Café? I’ve wanted to come here for ages, but they’re always packed.”
 
   He led her to the hostess desk of the café and gave his name. As the hostess led them to their table, Jonathan said, “Perhaps you just need to call…”
 
   Warmth tinged her cheeks, but Cara chose to ignore the slight embarrassment. “Show off.” 
 
   “A man has to try…”
 
   A server brought a bowl of fruit and small plates as he stopped to take their drink order. Cara speared several pieces of fruit and dropped them on her plate before perusing the menu. “Have you eaten here?”
 
   “No, but my mother likes it. She recommends the turkey wrap. She says that they actually use Turkish spices in it—cumin, sumac, and mint I believe. It comes with a…” He found the item on the menu before continuing. “—there. Red lentil soup and the salad has no lettuce—it’s more like a salsa.”
 
   “Sounds delicious. I had thought about the Californian, but wow. It’s hard to decide now.” She peered over the menu. “What are you ordering?”
 
   “The Turkey. I want to be able to tell Mom that I liked it—or didn’t.” He leaned forward. “Get your Californian and take a bite of my dishes. Win-win.”
 
   As they waited for their food, Cara glanced around the restaurant, taking a moment to watch the other diners. Servers rushed to and fro, bringing plates, removing plates, refilling water glasses, offering more fruit, and leaving tickets at tables before greeting new guests. In the corner, a strange scene played out. Cara nodded in the direction of the table. “Look over there.”
 
   Jonathan followed her gaze. “What?”
 
   “They’ve been like that since we got here. He’s working on that laptop, going through all those papers. She’s just chatting at him from time to time while she eats her fruit.” Understanding dawned. “Oh, look at that. Oh, that’s too cute.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Look at him. He’s done. He hasn’t taken a bite since we got here.”
 
   “So he’s a fast eater.”
 
   She shook her head. “No, she came in just after us. He stayed for her to eat. He hasn’t said a word to her. I don’t even think he greeted her when she sat down.”
 
   “Maybe they’re mad at each other—or he’s mad at her.”
 
   Cara watched him for a moment and then shook her head once more. “No, I don’t think so. I don’t un—wait, he’s leaving. Look.”
 
   The man closed his laptop and slid it into a briefcase. The papers dropped into a file and disappeared into the case as well. He grabbed a jacket—a deep but bright blue—and stood, pulling it on. With his collarless shirt, the effect was decidedly European in Cara’s estimation. Her breath caught as he smiled at his lunch companion. His hand reached for the check. Hers covered it just before he could slide it off the table. His hand hovered as if daring her. She pulled hers back and speared another piece of cantaloupe.
 
   A sigh escaped as Cara watched him turn, without a word, and leave. “I wish I knew what just happened.”
 
   “Maybe he’s…” Jonathan fumbled for the right word. “What do you call people who can’t speak these days? I imagine ‘mute’ is socially incorrect now.”
 
   “Speech impaired? I don’t know.” She pointed at him as he paid the check. “Looks to me like he can talk.” She strained to listen but couldn’t hear a word. “Did you notice his blazer and that shirt? There’s something almost European about him. Maybe he doesn’t speak English.”
 
   Their food arrived before Jonathan could reply, something that, Cara suspected, didn’t bother him in the least. As they ate, they said little. Cara watched closely, trying to discern whether their lack of conversation had more to do with the delicious food or because their non-verbal communication proved sufficient for both of them. Never had she met anyone so eloquent without words and so comfortable without conversation.
 
   Eventually, Jonathan set his plate aside and leaned back in his chair, his hands folded in his lap. “You are a chameleon.”
 
   “In what way?” Cara speared another watermelon cube and cocked her head, trying to decide if such an assessment was good or bad.
 
   “You adapt to your environment. Saturday you were elegant and festive, yesterday you were casual and carefree, and today you’re professional and a bit sophisticated.”
 
   “So,” she amended, “my clothing is chameleon-like.”
 
   “Your personality too, but you know that.”
 
   Something in the way his hands shifted made her look deeply into his eyes, searching for something. She found it. “Stop it.”
 
   “What?”
 
    “Trying to carry on a conversation when you’d rather just ‘be.’”
 
   Caught in actions she suspected he hadn’t truly planned, Jonathan met her eyes, guilt masking his face. “I am sorry.”
 
   “Me too. If you won’t be you—the real you—I won’t waste my time trying to get to know you.” She looked at him more closely and smiled. “That’s not really it, is it? It was a way to try to get me going, wasn’t it? You want me to talk. What do you want to know?”
 
   “Start with boyfriends, job, and your goals. I intend to listen and be fascinated.”
 
   Cara speared the last bite of her salad. “Start with boyfriends? How many do you think I have?”
 
   “My preference is for zero, but—”
 
   “Ding, ding, ding! The man is a winner. Hand him his prize.” She chewed the salad and thought about how to answer the question. Then she saw his eyes and laughed. “You’re bad. I wasn’t offering myself as an option.”
 
   “One must try.” He signaled for a refill on her drink before he said, “So tell me about your previous boyfriends.”
 
   “Well, my last boyfriend was three years ago. He dumped me after I got back to my seat at graduation.” At his raised eyebrows she added, “We were seated in alphabetical order. Laas then Laban.”
 
   “In your seat?”
 
   She tossed a cherry tomato onto his plate. “You eat it. I can’t stand the way they explode in your mouth. I think bugs must be like that. Ew.” Once he accepted the tomato, she continued. “Yep. He got back to his seat, leaned over and said, ‘It’s been a great three years. Have a good life,’ and I never heard from him again.”
 
   “You expected a proposal.”
 
   “We’d talked about it,” she admitted. “I didn’t expect anything then, but sometime over the summer, yeah.”
 
   Something in his expression kept her talking. “No, there’s been no one since. There’s a mission church in Rockland that we do things with once a month, and there’s a guy there—Matt,” Cara paused, feeling foolish for talking about other men with one she found so appealing. “I’ve always thought he was a great guy, but he seemed immune to women. Not true, though, because he got married not long ago to a girl from Wyoming or someplace like that.”
 
   “Matt? Hmmm… Matt. What does Matt do?”
 
   “Welding, I think. Some kind of metal work.”
 
   As the expression on Jonathan’s face spoke for him, Cara shook her head. “Why not? He’s a good man, worked hard to get certified and get a good job; he loves the Lord. What else really matters?”
 
   “Let’s walk.” He paid the bill and they strolled away from the restaurant. Occasionally his hand would take her elbow and steady her against the jostling of the crowds on the sidewalk or rest at the small of her back as he guided her around a corner, but otherwise, they walked apart. 
 
   “I am not out of his league. I think that’s a terrible thing to say.”
 
   “I wasn’t really thinking that—”
 
   She paused on a bench near the City Hall fountain and sat down in the shade of the trees. “But you were. I find Matt attractive because of who he is, not because of his lack of position in Rockland society.” A snicker erupted. “That sounds so old-fashioned.”
 
   “I don’t understand what you mean.” 
 
   Her eyes met his. “Not everyone can be one of the Lymans.”
 
   His smile sent a ripple of emotions through her—ones she had not prepared to experience, much less evaluate so soon. She read a new question in his eyes.
 
   She gave him a slow smile. “You know the answer to that. It’s not nice to even ask.”
 
   Jonathan leaned near and whispered low, “I just want to hear you say it.”
 
   Cara’s eyes met his and held their gaze for some time. She finally sighed and forced herself to answer him. “Okay. Yes. I find you and your personality attractive, too. Why do you think I’m here risking my job by being,” she turned to read the enormous clock on the old building. “A minimum of five minutes late from lunch?”
 
   He stood, offering his hand, but she took it and led him to another bench—one in the sun. “I don’t want to go back yet.”
 
   His surprise amused her. Basking in the afternoon sun, Cara leaned back on her hands as they rested on the bench, her strawberry hair spilling down her back in silky waves, crossed her ankles, and closed her eyes. She felt his eyes on her and kept silent, allowing him his observation until curiosity overcame her. She opened her eyes and smiled at him. “Will I do?”
 
   A blush stole up Jonathan’s neck. “I’m sorry—”
 
   “Don’t be, I have a feeling you’ve come to a flattering conclusion. I’m the antithesis of the woman you loved, so I find that remarkably complimentary.”
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   Her green eyes sent him a sidelong glance. “Jonathan, if you weren’t satisfied with what you saw, you wouldn’t have kept looking.”
 
   Eyes closed again, she continued to bask in the sun. After a moment or two, she said softly, “Go ahead. It doesn’t bother me.”
 
   After a moment’s hesitation, Jonathan swung one leg over the bench, straddling it, crossed his arms, and continued his study of the picture she presented. After another minute passed, Cara sighed, answering his unasked question. “Yes and I pay too much to keep it that way. It’s my vanity and my vice.” She paused and then smiled. “Go ahead. We’re about as public as you can get. There’s no need to worry about ‘losing our character’ as the old books would say.”
 
   His deep chuckle sent a new slow smile to her lips, followed by a sigh as he slipped his fingers through her hair. “It’s a vanity you deserve.”
 
   “I take it you approve.”
 
   Clearing his throat, Jonathan returned her smile as she opened her eyes. “Let’s just say I think it’s best if I keep my hands to myself.”
 
   She stood abruptly and glanced at the clock again. “I do need to go.”
 
   They walked the several blocks back to his car. With each step, she mulled his comment over in her mind. What would a hands-off relationship be like? Then again, what kind of relationship could they hope to forge in just a week? As he opened her door, Cara caught his eye, glancing first at his hand. “I know you’re right, but I wish you weren’t.”
 
   At the Mayflower Building, Jonathan pulled into a parking place and turned off the car. Without looking at her, he sighed. “I go home at the end of the week.”
 
   “Brilliant commentary on the obvious.”
 
   His hands gripped the steering wheel harder, turning his knuckles white. “It’s crazy, premature, and irresponsible, but—”
 
   “I know. I want more time too.”
 
   She watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed hard and whispered, “What will we do?”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Cara’s words reverberated through his mind as he watched her disappear into the mountain of steel and glass. We’ll take it one day—or date really—at a time. What else can we do?
 
   She was right, of course, but that didn’t make the uncertainty any easier to swallow. The building faded from view and memory filled his vision with the sight of her seated on that bench, the sun beaming down on her. How had she been so comfortable with him observing—staring really? Her words whispered to him again. Don’t be. I have a feeling you’ve come to a flattering conclusion. I’m the antithesis of the woman you loved. I find that remarkably complimentary.
 
   Truer words—he hadn’t heard truer words in years. Cara couldn’t be more different than his Lily. Barely five foot two, she personified the short, curvy body type. His eyes closed and he remembered the sprinkling of freckles across her nose. To his surprise; they delighted him. Her creamy skin wore them like an accessory rather than the blemish he imagined she thought them to be. Her blouse and slacks fit her perfectly, showing her curves to their best advantage. How had she managed to do that without seeming to draw attention to them?
 
   That hair. He swallowed that lump that rose in his throat. You can’t let yourself touch her hair again. It’s just not…safe.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   At six, his car waited just outside the doors. She hurried as fast as a woman can on three-inch heels, and slid into her seat before he could exit the vehicle. “I need to go home and change.”
 
   The drive to her townhome grew strained. For the first time since he’d met her, Jonathan felt awkward and uncomfortable with Cara. Without words, she directed him onto the loop, off the Westbury exit, and down city streets to the south side of town. At her garage, he pulled into her parking space and turned off the key. 
 
   “This won’t do.”
 
   She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “Then stop kicking yourself for being human.”
 
   His mind protested. His body language screamed that she didn’t know what she was saying but knew she was right. Her voice permeated his thoughts. “You know I’m right. Now come open this door so I can change.”
 
   Jonathan hurried to her side of the car, opened the door, and offered his hand. Her eyes issued a challenge, but he didn’t withdraw it. Slowly, she placed her hand in his and stepped from the vehicle. Mere inches separated them, her eyes making contact with his shirt buttons. The slightest leaning into him and—
 
   He stepped back and swung the door shut behind her, locking it. Cara beckoned for him to follow and started toward a nearby gate. “Come on in. What do I wear, by the way?”
 
   As he stepped into her house, Jonathan found her flaw. He’d wondered when she’d demonstrate something that proved her lack of utter perfection. Her décor proved it. A shabby chic paradise, she had decorated the rooms with distressed white painted furniture, plastered with hand painted roses. Pink depression era glassware filled her door-less cupboards, and no flat surface held more than four square inches of bare space. In his mind, it was a clutter nightmare.
 
   “Let me guess, you’re fond of Early American?”
 
   He shook his head. “Mission.”
 
   “That was my second guess. Meanwhile, what do I wear?”
 
   He shrugged and tried to answer, but the overwhelming décor blocked his mental dictionary from providing the appropriate words. With a smile, she grabbed his sleeve, and pulled him down a short hallway. “Here, pick something appropriate. I’ll go put up my hair.”
 
   After one look at his expression, she smiled. “Okay, so maybe I won’t. I’ll brush it though. Find me something.”
 
   Her closet, in a room of more collections, burst with clothing. After a few wrong outfits, he pulled a simple black sheath from the closet and smiled. She’d be dangerous in it, but it couldn’t be more perfect. As he handed it to her, she smiled broadly. 
 
   “Oh my.” Cara pulled his tie to lower his head to her level. “You have excellent taste.”
 
   “Are you saying that because you like the dress or because you know how much I’m going to like you in it?”
 
   “Ooh… when he compliments, look out!”
 
   She emerged minutes later. As he swallowed hard, his eyes gave her all the assurance she needed that she looked stunning. Her stocking feet padded down the hallway, and she reemerged with two shoes. One was a simple little slip on backless shoe with a low stiletto type heel; the other, four-inch strappy heels that he knew, instinctively, had been purchased to wear with the dress.
 
   She grinned. “Yes, both are comfortable. I pay a small fortune for my shoes.”
 
   “I’d say your clothes, too. They fit like they were designed for you.”
 
   “They were. My mother sews almost everything I own.” She smiled as she slipped on the heels. “Yes, she is good. She manages to make things that don’t accentuate every curve I have.” His eyes spoke volumes, insisting that the dress she wore accentuated each curve perfectly. “Oh, you’re bad, Mr. Jonathan. You are very bad. Let’s eat.”
 
   Cara and Jonathan enjoyed what Jonathan suspected both would eventually agree was the best meal of their lives. Though they spoke few words, the air around them grew charged with unspoken conversation. She admired his attire with a few lingering glances—and he returned the favor. Still speaking little, they managed to communicate their appreciation for their meals, occasionally sharing a bite.
 
   Too soon, the meal ended. After refusing dessert, Jonathan led her down the steps of the restaurant, his hand occasionally grazing the small of her back as he directed her. “You’re killing me here.”
 
   Jonathan’s eyes twinkled, sending another wave of weakness to her knees. The valet brought his car around to the portico and opened the door for Cara while Jonathan jogged to his side. As Jonathan slipped into his seat, Cara laughed. “He’s just doing his job.”
 
   “Hmph.”
 
   She leaned close to his ear and whispered, “He didn’t touch me. Exhale.”
 
   They rode through the streets of Rockland, Cara realizing quickly that they weren’t going back to her office to get her car. “I need to ask a question, and I need an answer regardless of whether you feel like talking.”
 
   After a sidelong glance, Jonathan’s quiet voice filled the vehicle as he answered her question before she could ask. “No. Not usually. I’ve never been the jealous type, but it’s difficult when I know it’s not wise—”
 
   “I know. I didn’t think so, but I had to ask. Your reaction....”
 
   “Want to guess where we’re going?”
 
   She grinned. “You want me to talk. I can talk.”
 
   “I like hearing your voice.”
 
   “Well,” she suggested, pulling out her phone to check the time, “I’d say a concert, but it’s a little late for that.”
 
   “No, but I have tickets for the Tom Sawyer musical tomorrow.”
 
   Her eyes brightened. “I’ve wanted to go to that for ages, but I couldn’t afford the tickets!” A new thought crossed her mind. “Are you choosing things like this because you think you need to find activities for us where talking isn’t an option?”
 
   “You’d think so,” he said chuckling. “I just asked Trev to see what Julia knew you might enjoy, and she said the musical.”
 
   At the light, he watched her eyes grow wide as Cara pondered the meaning behind what he’d said. For any man to call a nephew on his honeymoon to ask for dating tips implied something serious, but for Jonathan Lyman to do it… 
 
   “Oh, Jon—” 
 
   He exhaled slowly, relieved. She understood. With one phone call, Jonathan had put his heart on the line. By sharing the call with her, he’d let her know it. 
 
   “You have about four minutes to guess where we’re going, so…”
 
   “I’m too lost in amazement to guess. You’ll just have to surprise me.”
 
   He parked around the corner, opened her car door, and waited to see her reaction as they walked the rest of the way to the opening night of an art exhibit at the Wellington Gallery. “Oh! Is this that guy who uses minerals to paint his stuff?”
 
   “That’s the one. Jake Marsden.”
 
   Inside, a man glanced up from a group of patrons and nodded at Jonathan. He excused himself and strode across the gallery, barely pausing when people tried to stop him. “Jonathan! I’m so glad you made it. This must be Cara?”
 
   Cara, giving Jonathan a covert smile, extended her hand. “I’m very happy to meet you. I didn’t realize that Jonathan knew the Jake Marsden.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not Jake—”
 
   “Your picture just behind you says ‘Jake Marsden, Artist.’ And look, a picture—of you.” 
 
   Laughing, Jake shrugged. “I tried.”
 
   “At times like these, my mother usually says, ‘Yes, you are very trying,’ but I doubt Jonathan wanted me to have a ‘very trying evening, so…”
 
   “She’s a keeper, Jon. Don’t let this one get away.” Without another word, Jake made a quick sweep around the room, speaking to each person who detained him, before returning to a group near the center of the room. Seeing her already engrossed in the artwork before her, Jonathan offered to bring her a drink and hors d’ oeuvres while she perused the exhibit. 
 
   Cara wandered through the room, pausing before this or that painting until she found a picture of a baby snuggled against her mother, the mother’s hair shielding most of both of them. Emotion slammed into Jonathan, knocking the wind from him as he watched her gaze at the painting. Did she see the look of absolute trust and absorption in the baby’s eyes? Did it captivate her as it did him? He set the glass and plate down on a table near the corner and fled to the bathroom to rein in his emotions.
 
   Minutes later, he returned to her side and found her still absorbed in the painting. “You like it?”
 
   “It’s incredible. If I could afford it—”
 
   “You can’t. The owner wouldn’t sell it for anything.”
 
   Cara tore her eyes from the portrait and looked at him curiously. “You bought it.” It sounded more like an accusation than a statement.
 
   “Jake gave it to me. I have the original.” 
 
   For several more minutes, she stared at the painting until she caught her breath. “It’s Bryson?”
 
   “Riley.”
 
   “Oh.” She glanced at him, at the painting, and back at him again. “I guess you never did tell me what happened. I just assumed—”
 
   “She never recovered from Riley’s birth. We just thought it took a lot out of her and it would take time. By the time we got her help, it was too late.”
 
   “What—” Cara choked back the question a moment too late.
 
   Jonathan sighed. “Cancer. Started as stomach, but after the birth it spread—everywhere. They couldn’t get it all with surgery; she wasn’t strong enough for chemo. One week she was weak and asking for vitamins to help her get back on her feet, and the next week she was on morphine to control the pain of her last days.”
 
   Cara tossed aside their silent “hands-off” agreement and slid her arms around his waist, burying her head in his chest. “I am so sorry,” she whispered into his shirt.
 
   For a moment, he stood, unmoving, but a killer glance from Jake snapped him out of his internal turmoil. “Thanks…” Jonathan whispered, his voice raspy and choked with suppressed emotion on many levels. He smoothed her hair absently and wondered what had prompted him to discuss something so emotionally charged in such a public place.
 
   Seconds ticked by—minutes. Then, embarrassed at her loss of self-control, Cara stepped away from him, wiping at her eyes. “I need a restroom. I’m probably a mess and—” She glanced ruefully at his shirt. “You need to button your jacket so your tie can hide the stains I just left on your shirt.”
 
   Jonathan found her back in front of the picture several minutes later. “Does Jake sell prints of his work?”
 
   “No. He has a few made for showings like this, but he doesn’t sell them.”
 
   She sighed. “I’d give anything I own for that. I love it.”
 
   He stored her words in his heart, feeling for the first time in his life as if he understood Mary the mother of Jesus. She wanted the picture of his wife and daughter. What kind of woman had he found; and how, he argued with himself, was he ever going to get on the train for Atlanta again?
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Long after the gallery closed, Jonathan drove her back to the parking lot at the Mayflower Building. They stood, leaning against her car and talked nearly wordlessly for an hour. He learned that she had a temper, while she discovered a protective side that extended beyond people he knew. 
 
   “I have to go. Work in the morning.”
 
   “I’ll follow you home.”
 
   She shook her head. “It’s not necessary. Go get some rest.”
 
   “I’m ready when you are.”
 
   With a shrug, Cara handed him her keys and waited for him to open her car door. Once inside, she started the car, turned on the lights, and put it in reverse. Then she waited. Once he realized she would wait for him, Jonathan returned to his vehicle and backed out of the parking space.
 
   He parked behind her at her house, leaving his car running, and walked her to her door. They stood under her porch light for several minutes, each minute ticking by at warp speed until finally, Jonathan sighed. His hand reached for hers, and for the briefest of moments, squeezed it gently. Her smile said more than her simple, “Goodnight.”
 
   Once in his car, he waited to see lights come on in the kitchen and then sighed as he drove away. “Goodnight, Cara—mia.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730292]Chapter Four
 
   Arms crossed, one foot resting on the bumper, and a look of lazy indifference on his face, Jonathan appeared to be bored as she crossed the parking lot early Tuesday afternoon. Cara didn’t hurry; Jonathan didn’t move. At last, she stood before him with a conspiratorial smile on her face.
 
   “You should know that there is an office full of men and women up there, all dying to know who you are and just what you’re doing here—again.”
 
   “Hmm.” A glance at the building showed one section of glass that had several shadows behind it. “Third floor near the end of the first quarter of the building?”
 
   Cara smiled. “That’d be them.”
 
   “I see.” He thought for a moment. “Well, we have several options. I could just open the door for you as I’d planned. The safe route.”
 
   “You could,” she agreed, her expression deadpan.
 
   “I could make a very public display of kissing you here in the parking lot.”
 
   “Mmm hmm.” Cara’s tone indicated she pondered each suggestion thoroughly.
 
   “Or,” Jonathan continued with a slight smile on one corner of his mouth, “I could pull out this rose,” he reached behind himself and retrieved the most perfect crimson rose he could find, “and pray it gives lots of fodder for the office gossip mill.”
 
   “Leave out the prayer, and I’ll take door number three. Your being here is more than enough fodder.”
 
   For a split second, she laid her hand on his cheek, and then turned to wait his opening her door. Once on their way, Jonathan forced himself to ask the question he dreaded. “Is it uncomfortable for you if I come here?”
 
   “No, Jonathan. That’s not what I meant. I was just pointing out that they’ll use lesser things to feed the mill. No reason to gorge them.”
 
   He pulled into a small park. “Picnic?”
 
   With wide eyes, she turned to him. “How did you find this? I’ve driven so close to it so many times, but I never knew it existed.”
 
   “Google.”
 
   “Aah, yes,” she remarked. “Meg Ryan will be thrilled to know that no longer is The Godfather the I Ching. We now have Google.”
 
   Jonathan’s voice betrayed his amusement. “Hanks will be devastated.”
 
   The park appeared to be empty—strange for such a pleasant afternoon. Cara noticed and remarked that it was too early for children to be out of school and too late after lunch for younger children to be up from naps. While she relaxed on a park bench, Jonathan filled her plate with fruit, crackers, cheese, and a sandwich. 
 
   “You look tired.”
 
   “I didn’t sleep well.” She didn’t want to admit it; if he got the impression he was keeping her up too late, he’d cut back their time together.
 
   “Up too late?”
 
   There it was—that flicker of understanding. Without him having to say a word, she now realized he wanted her to talk. She took a bite of her sandwich and made a note to ask what was in it. “Actually, no. I often don’t go to bed until early morning hours. I just didn’t sleep well.”
 
   Between bites, she told him of everything that had flown through her mind the previous night. From wondering if he felt obligated to spend money for her entertainment, to the possible affair going on in her office, to the dread she felt as the week whizzed by her, Cara shared it all. “I know it’s ‘only Tuesday,’ but we just danced at the wedding minutes ago.”
 
   “Well put.” Jonathan pulled a plastic container from the basket and peeled the lid back. “Brownie?”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Her eyes widened. “Is that the famous Jonathan Lyman brownie? Julia told me about those things.” She grabbed the container and rifled through the basket for a fork. “You should know I’ve been considering offering to make you dinner if you bring the dessert.”
 
   “I get a bite of that, you know.”
 
   “If I save you one.”
 
   Calm eyes met hers. Cara took a bite, chewed slowly, savoring each moment, and then took another bite. He said nothing, but the longer he watched, the slower she ate, until the last bite sat alone in the dish, mocking her. Cara’s eyes darted back and forth between the tempting morsel of chocolatey goodness and the intense expression on his face. Was it worth risking the sparkling cider covering her favorite skirt and blouse? She bounced the fork against the edge of the container, thinking. Sticky sodden mess versus legal and sinless decadence. It was a difficult choice—for about thirty seconds.
 
   Just as she raised the fork to her lips, her conscience overrode her personal desire for just one more bite. With a huge sigh of regret, she forced herself to make a U-turn and sent the fork in his direction. He took the fork from her and motioned for her to open her mouth. “I had some when I took them out of the oven. I was just teasing.”
 
   “Mmm. I’m glad you did.”
 
   They sat on the bench, walked along the jogging paths, and finally strolled regretfully back to the car. “You know, I was serious about that dinner thing. I’m no gourmet, but I can make a great plate of fettuccini.”
 
   “Done. How about Thursday?”
 
   Trying not to sound too eager, she asked, “Will you bring the children?”
 
   “I’ll bring them.”
 
   Several blocks passed as she processed what bringing his children could mean. Was it a simple, “you offered and I accepted?” Or could it be that he trusted her with them—that he felt the seriousness of their burgeoning relationship as much as she did? She suspected the latter. 
 
   As he opened her door outside her office building, Jonathan glanced at his watch. “Meet you at your house at six?”
 
   “I might not be ready yet, but—”
 
   “What’s wrong with what you’re wearing?”
 
   Cara laughed, shaking her head as she said, “Oh my, you don’t know me very well yet. If I get a chance to dress up, I take it. This is Tom Sawyer! I’m dressing up!” She hoisted her purse over her shoulder. “The door will be unlocked. Come on in.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Cara stood at her closet pulling out one dress before tossing it aside and grabbing another. Pink she rejected as too prissy, pale blue as too babyish, and electric blue as too risqué. Black was out. She’d worn it already, and now her favorite purple dress suddenly seemed matronly.
 
   The porcelain clock ticked—each second mocking her with its obnoxious, audible reminder that Jonathan would arrive any minute. Suddenly, she regretted the loss of her wonderful—if ugly—digital clock, with its glowing— never mind. You don’t need to think of that now. Focus.
 
   Her front door opened and Jonathan’s voice called hesitantly down the hallway. “Cara?”
 
   “Back here, being an annoyingly stereotypical female with a closet of clothes and nothing to wear.” His face appeared in the doorway. She smiled and murmured, “Hi.”
 
   Jonathan chuckled at the pile of discarded clothing on the bed, chair, cedar chest, and even a few that she’d given an eviction notice to littered the floor. “Ready?”
 
   “Well, white terry is the in thing for evening wear this year you know.” Self-consciously, Cara pulled her robe a little closer to her and shrugged.
 
   “What’s wrong with this one?” Jonathan held up the powder blue dress.
 
   “Too babyish.” The pink dress was next. “Too girly.”
 
   “I like girly. This?” He held up the purple.
 
   “Ew. My mother wouldn’t be caught dead in it.”
 
   “I don’t want to see you in it dead. I was hoping for alive.”
 
   He pulled out gold, white, lavender, chocolate, fuchsia, and finally, tucked between two leftover bridesmaid’s dresses, a red Chinese silk with a mandarin collar and black frog closures. He shook the hanger and handed it to her. “This. No arguments.”
 
   “I forgot about that one. I haven’t seen it in months!”
 
   He glanced at the closet, an unspoken question in his eyes. Cara pointed at the floor. “I chucked at least six outfits tonight!” She took another glance at the purple one and tossed it in the growing heap. “Make that seven.”
 
   Before he could comment, she grabbed the dress and disappeared down the hall and into the bathroom. Minutes later, she reemerged with her hairstyle and lipstick color changed and opened the hall closet. Where most women kept vacuums and their artificial Christmas trees, Cara had enough shoeboxes for her own personal store. Jonathan followed her to the living room where she perched on the arm of her overstuffed sofa and slipped on black high-heeled flip-flop styled shoes. He laughed at the picture she made bowing respectfully with hands clasped together. Her partial up-do was held in place by two short chopsticks. Black of course. 
 
   “Clothing is your hobby?”
 
   “No, actually, I like shopping, antiquing, which is not the same as regular shopping, of course, and scrapbooking, but clothes really aren’t my ‘thing,’ despite evidence to the contrary.”
 
   “Then…”
 
   “Mom. She loves to design and create clothes for me. I never buy anything but jeans and underwear…” she blushed. “But you didn’t need to know that. Anyway, I make up for it with shoes. I do like cute shoes.”
 
   “How about dinner? Do you like dinner? Because we have just over an hour before the curtain rises.”
 
   She started to grab his arm and dropped her hand to her side. With a sheepish, apologetic expression she said, “Well, what are we waiting for, then?”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The car rolled to a gentle stop in the parking space nearest Cara’s townhome. She shifted awkwardly in her seat. “Coffee?”
 
   “I can’t come in, Cara.”
 
   She glanced at his face, illuminated by a nearby streetlight. “No, you’re right. You can’t.”
 
   His hand gripped the gearshift as though to steady him. He knew he should step out of the car and walk her to the door. Instead, he flicked the key on and rolled down their windows. The tension that had slowly built dissipated immediately.
 
   A new tension grew as Cara turned and rearranged herself in order to see him better. “I didn’t want you to go either.”
 
   “It’d be more comfortable inside, but—”
 
   “But you’re right. Don’t worry about it. I can go grab some water bottles if—”
 
   Jonathan’s arm reached toward her. Cara’s eyes widened before she erupted in hysterical giggles as he slipped it behind her seat and withdrew water from a pocket. “A father never leaves home without water.”
 
   “You’re good at fatherhood. I’ve watched you.” Her assessment of his parenting skills and obvious love for his children hung between them. Finally, she added, “You get weary though, don’t you?”
 
   He nodded. The words he would have spoken had he been inclined to talk seemed to emanate from him. It was a strange feeling to be so comfortable being himself. He almost felt like talking just because he didn’t feel pressured to.
 
   “You never get a break, do you?”
 
   “Birthday parties.” The way he said the words sounded more like a caress than a simple answer.
 
   “Birthday parties?” 
 
   “When the kids get invited to parties, all the moms suggest that I drop the kids off and pick them up just before bedtime. It gives me a few hours of quiet.”
 
   “Why,” Cara began laughing, “do I get the feeling that you also provide dinner.”
 
   “Guilty.”
 
   “You are so transparent… and I love it.” Cara leaned her head against the back of the seat and watched the light creating odd shadows on Jonathan’s face. “I’m glad you get a break, though.”
 
   “I shouldn’t want one.” The guilt in his voice cut through the air.
 
   “That’s ridiculous. Everyone needs a break from their job. If you still had Lily, you’d take turns running errands alone, she’d go out with her friends once in a while, you’d go play racquet ball or something now and then. It’s what people do. Even a nap could happen because you don’t have to worry about what they’re doing while you’re asleep.”
 
   Her words soothed more than she could imagine. Jonathan had harbored unnecessary guilt over his absolute joy of an afternoon off now and then. “Thanks.”
 
   “Will you do me a favor?” she urged.
 
   “What?”
 
   Cara, ignoring their unspoken agreement to avoid physical contact, laid her hand on his arm and waited for him to meet her gaze. “Find a good sitter and make a standing arrangement. Every other Saturday for two to three hours—either in the morning to wear them out for their own naptime, or in the afternoon while they nap. You go out, stay in if she takes them somewhere—whatever. Just set up some refueling time. I think working hard forty to fifty hours a week—”
 
   “Sixty sometimes,” he corrected without thinking.
 
   “And then being a full-time dad while you’re off is going to burn you out.” Her hand dropped to the console between them. “If it hasn’t already.”
 
   Unnerved by the extreme lack of touching, Jonathan wondered if perhaps it created an even bigger emotional charge than if he would just hold her hand. That thought disappeared with the instant realization that the idea was a recipe for disaster. Did she feel it? Did she understand? Should he say something—assure her that it wasn’t her, even though it was? The moment he thought it, Jonathan knew she understood. He knew she felt it too.
 
   “Weird,” she whispered.
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   They “talked” for some time; occasionally they used words. The hour grew later and later until eventually, Cara sighed. “I don’t want to go in.”
 
   “But you should.”
 
   “But I should,” she agreed. Her hesitation told him that she wanted to ask if she’d see him the next day. It buoyed his courage. “Is it too much to ask…” Jonathan’s words trailed into the night air. What a coward’s way of inviting himself into her day. He was disgusted. “I mean, if you don’t have plans for lunch tomorrow, I’d like—” Her nervous giggle both annoyed and relieved him. Despite his usual distaste for giggles, he couldn’t help be glad to hear confirmation that she too felt uncertain. 
 
   “I was just sitting here thinking, ‘I wonder if I’ll see him tomorrow,’ but I felt like a selfish twit for even thinking it. I know you have family and friends here. Don’t feel obligated.”
 
   “Oh, Cara mia…”
 
   Wide-eyed, she glanced up at him again. “Oh!”
 
   “That was so inappropriate—”
 
   “Don’t ruin it for me,” she growled. “I’ve waited all my life for someone to say that to me. Ever since I was really little and in love with the Addams Family, I wanted someone to call me Cara mia just like Gomez did.”
 
   “I could call you Morticia instead, if you like…”
 
   Making no move to exit the car, Cara smiled lazily and winked. “Not if you want me to answer.”
 
   “So about tomorrow…”
 
   “I’d love to see you,” she said simply. “But I think you knew that.”
 
   He nodded. “Well, I hoped…”
 
   “Lunch or dinner?”
 
   “Both?” The eagerness in his voice sounded pathetic, even to his own ears.
 
   “Excellent. What about dinner? What do I wear?”
 
   His index finger traced the piping on her little short sleeve absently. “Something comfortable with comfortable walking shoes. As much as I love the heels…” his eye traveled to the dark abyss of the passenger floorboard. He frowned. Her feet and legs were hidden by the darkness.
 
   “I’ll remember that. Okay, so comfy shoes, and will I need a jacket?”
 
   “Possibly. I’ll probably carry a jacket just in case.” He hated the realization that she was about to go.
 
   Cara opened her door, shaking her head as he started to open his. She was right, but he didn’t have to like it. Her eyes met his, even in the darkness. “Night, Jonafan.”
 
   “Night, Cara mia.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730293]Chapter Five
 
   Cara rode down the elevator, staring at the mirrored tiles and feeling silly. She’d dressed up a little more than usual and it showed. Her summer dress and jacket was a copy of an outfit she and her mother had seen on Alexa Hartfield at a Fairbury event a few weeks earlier. Diane Laas had gone shopping for fabric the next day.
 
   Of course, after Diane clipped the last thread on the dress, both women realized that it would be too dressy for most occasions and too casual for formal ones. Today, Cara didn’t care. She’d be in jeans and a t-shirt tonight, so she wanted to look her best for lunch. As she stepped from the elevator, the look on the maintenance guy’s face told her she’d made the right decision.
 
   “See you in an hour, Dale.”
 
   “Not if I can help it. This stupid phone jack keeps going on the fritz, and if I can’t fix it this time, the phone company can come do it. You look good, Cara. Knock ‘im dead.”
 
   “Him who?”
 
   “The guy who has been waiting for you every day this week.” Dale winked, shook his head, and went back to work whistling “Pretty Woman” as Cara strode to the door.
 
   “Good one, Dale. Thanks.”
 
   “You tell me if he doesn’t whistle, and I’ll beat him up for you.”
 
   Cara’s laughter reached Jonathan as she exited the building waving at someone inside. She looked incredible. All she needed was a big white Alice in Wonderland bow and she’d be a walking Tiffany’s box. He took a step toward her and paused. With a grin, he stepped back, leaned against the car again, and enjoyed the sight of her eager approach. She stopped with their toes nearly touching.
 
   “You approve?”
 
   “I wanted to look around for Roy Orbison.”
 
   She leaned closer and whispered in his ear, “You should have listened harder. Dale the maintenance guy was whistling that as I left the building.”
 
   His head whipped toward the building before Jonathan could stop himself. Cara laughed. “Better be careful, he threatened to pound you if you didn’t whistle, and we both know you did not whistle.”
 
   Slack-jawed, Jonathan had to recover before he could respond adequately. He opened the door, and as she sank into the seat, he whispered. “How can I whistle when you took my breath away?”
 
   Before Cara found her voice, he gave a low, deep wolf whistle—something he’d never tried before. Her quiet, “Thanks,” told him all he needed to know. It was the right thing to do.
 
   Jonathan hurried to his door and slid into his seat. He stared at her, waiting for her to meet his gaze. When she did, he murmured, “No way. Thank you.”
 
   “Where are we going?” 
 
   “Well, to be honest—” Jonathan choked back the rest of his reply, unsure if he should admit it. A sidelong glance told him he’d have to risk it. “I had planned to take you back to Mom’s house. I thought it’d be a way to share you a little without having to share too much, but…”
 
   Cara laughed. “Oh, no. You started, now finish it. What were you going to say, Mr. Lyman?”
 
   He surrendered after a failed attempt to find any honest excuse other than the real one. “I don’t want to. So instead, we’re just going to hope the Olive Garden or whatever place I find first—” A sign caught his attention. “Make that Red Lobster—has room for us.” As he spoke, he zipped across a lane and into the turn lane, earning him a few indignant honks. He started to pull into the front parking space, but an elderly woman pulled up behind him, sending Jonathan down the closest row.
 
   “Melt my heart, why don’t you?”
 
   As he helped her from her seat, Jonathan trapped her against the open car door for a moment. “I try.”
 
   Once inside, he waited to help seat her and then excused himself. “If they come to take our order before I get back, just pick something. I need to call Mom.”
 
   As he spoke to his mother and the children, Jonathan felt her eyes on him, watching the entire interchange. A glance her direction showed her amused. Why, he couldn’t be sure, but he intended to find out. When he finally returned to the table and sat down, she teased him. “If you would just text…”
 
   “If Mom would just use her cellphone…” At her silent question, he shrugged. “She has one. She carries it. She keeps it turned off. Mom says, ‘Cellphones are for emergency calls, not so that I can be at someone else’s beck and call.’”
 
   “May I take your order?”
 
   Once again, they didn’t speak throughout their meal. And once again, Jonathan marveled at her ability to adapt to any situation and make it as comfortable as favorite slippers on a cold, rainy day. “You are amazing,” he thought to himself, not realizing he’d spoken until she smiled.
 
   “Thank you.” His ears reddened and she smiled at him, amused. “Your ears get red when you’re embarrassed.”
 
   Jonathan attacked his sole as though it was the only thing on his mind. As he chewed, he noticed a slight dent in her skin near her ear. It took a moment for him to remember what was so familiar about the indention and when he did, he chuckled, choking slightly on his fish.
 
   “You were wearing a headband before you came out to meet me.”
 
   She didn’t answer. Instead, Cara opened her purse, pulled a wide leather headband from inside, waved it slightly, and put it back again. “How did you know?”
 
   “You have a dent by your ear where it cut into your head. Lily liked hers really tight so they wouldn’t slip off, but it meant that dent.”
 
   “Not me. I hate them tight, but I needed to keep my hair out of my face and everything else leaves a dent in my hair. If I hadn’t tucked it out of the way so my hair didn’t mop up my food, you wouldn’t have seen it.”
 
   He chewed in thought. Had she really removed a headband because she knew he liked her hair hanging free? The idea was inconceivable, but the answer in her eyes was irrefutable.
 
   Cara saw his question and answered before he spent the next twenty minutes pondering it. “Yes. I’m a terrible flirt. Sue me.” 
 
   Though he wasn’t naïve, the idea that she’d worn something uncomfortable in order to look her best for their lunch astounded him. The dress—it seemed a little more than an office position required, but he was just unfamiliar enough with women’s clothing not to be certain. His desire to know overrode his desire to enjoy their arranged solitude and he finally asked.
 
   “So, tell me about that dress. Another of your mother’s?”
 
   “It’s a knock off.”
 
   He misunderstood her completely. “Well, I agree with you there.”
 
   “Not knock out, you silly, knock off. Mom copied it.” She hesitated, why he couldn’t decide, but before he could ask, she continued. “We were in Fairbury a few weeks ago—two or three—and Alexa Hartfield was wearing almost the exact same dress. Mom and I drooled, Mom decided to make it, and by the end of the week, I had this dress.”
 
   “She’s fast.”
 
   “Actually, she’s not. They ate pizza, cold cereal, and frozen burritos for four days straight.” Cara winked at him. “I’m just amazed and happy to have a chance to wear it, even if it is a little much.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Oh come on, even a guy should see that it’s really only appropriate for afternoon weddings and formal garden teas. When would I go to a formal garden tea?”
 
   Jonathan shrugged. “You said almost. What did your mom change?”
 
   “The waist. I’m short-waisted, so Mom put this white strip in the middle and bound the underlayers instead of hemming them to tie it in better. Miss Hartfield’s dress had a two inch leather belt, but I can’t get away with that.”
 
   “I’d say it’s an incredible dress,” he began, “but I don’t really know if it’s a great dress or if it just happens to be perfect for you.”
 
   “Well, I had to make up for being stuck with jeans tonight. They’re not the most flattering clothes, and I only have a few more days—” As she spoke, Cara blushed. “Speaking of which, I should give you my key.”
 
   Cara dug through her purse for the spare key she’d brought him. “I thought you might want to be able to get in and not have to wait for me.”
 
   “Do I get to explore?”
 
   She laid her napkin down, pushed her plate away from her, and held her head in her hand with her elbow resting on the table. “Jonathan, I have nothing to hide from you. You can go straight there after you drop me off and dig through every file and drawer in the place.” What had started as a joking challenge, germinated into a new idea—one he could see grow as if tangible. “Actually, I think you should come early. You might get to know me better if you looked through my books, my music, my scrapbooks, and my cupboards.”
 
   Horror filled him. What kind of person did she think he was? “I couldn’t—” 
 
   “Seriously, if you want to get to know someone, check out where they live and how they spend their time.” She hesitated. “Jonathan, we only have a few days. If you gave me the opportunity to do this, I’d jump at it. I want to know you, and I have so little time to get to do that. I have the opportunity to give you what I’d love to do.” She pushed the key closer. “Do it.”
 
   “And if I find your seventh grade diary where you declared your undying love for Christian Bale, I can read it?”
 
   “I’ll know you didn’t if you think I cared a hoot for the spit swapping twerp from Little Women. I was in love forever with Keanu Reeves.”
 
   “You’re joking.” Jonathan stood as the server returned with his credit card. 
 
   “Nope. The scene where he kisses Wynona Ryder—you hardly have to look for it. There’s a long trail of spit between them. It’s revolting.”
 
   “I meant,” he said chuckling, “that I was surprised you preferred Keanu Reeves. Wasn’t he too old for you?”
 
   “I like older men; what can I say?” She waited for him to open the car door. “I saw Speed and, oh man, I wanted to be Annie.”
 
   As Jonathan put his car in gear, he remembered the only quotable line he knew from the movie and turned to her. “‘But I’m not available to drive tomorrow. Busy.’”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Despite the key that felt like a brick in his pocket, Jonathan did not intend to spend the afternoon in Cara’s home. He enjoyed their lunches and evenings, satisfied with the time he spent with his children while she was at work and couldn’t stand knowing he’d left them with his mother again so that he could flip through tax folders and pictures of her and the ex-boyfriend. No, he’d just have to get to know her the old-fashioned way, even if the idea of a seventh grade diary sounded like an amusing way to pass the time.
 
   His afternoon plans dissolved the moment he arrived home. Riley and Bryson raced to his arms as soon as he entered the door, asking about Cara and telling how Grandma and Aunt Jeannie were taking them to build bears, have pizza, and see the latest Pixar movie. Riley’s concerned voice nearly melted his heart. “Won’t you be sad all by youself? Gramma might let you come too…”
 
   “Your daddy needs a few hours to himself now and then, and today is a perfect chance for it.” Jonathan’s mother smiled at him. “Did you have a good lunch?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “That means he really liked it, Gramma. See how his eyes are shining? When things are just okay, he doesn’t look at you for very long.” Bryson’s observation caused both Jonathan and his mother to glance at the child sharply. How did such a little tyke comprehend so much?
 
   “We get to see her tomorrow. She’s making us dinner, Gramma!”
 
   “As you’ve told me at least fifty times today, Riley,” Mary Lyman agreed, rolling her eyes at her son. “I don’t think I could forget it if I wanted to.”
 
   By three o’clock, the house nearly echoed with emptiness. His father was still at work, his mother and children were with his Aunt Jeannie and some of the cousins, and he had three hours to kill. 
 
   His hand curled around the key in his pocket, but before he could even think of it, his cellphone rang. When Cara’s name flashed on the screen, his heart sank. She must want to cancel dinner, his children were gone, and he’d spend the evening wondering what he wasn’t learning about her.
 
   “Hey.” Jonathan fought to keep the dread from his voice.
 
   “I’m calling to find out what you and your children are doing this afternoon.”
 
   “You talked to my mother!” How he knew it, he didn’t know, but Jonathan was certain she’d talked with his mother.
 
   “I called to find out your favorite wine. The Lymans like their wine, if I remember correctly.”
 
   He frowned. “My mother answered her cellphone? And how did you know her number?”
 
   “She called my office yesterday. She asked if she could have it in case of emergency—in case your phone died or something. I got hers and well…”
 
   “That sounds like her, but her answering the phone—that doesn’t.” He remembered the question about wine and added, “As far as wine goes, I rarely drink and never if I’m going to have to drive—” 
 
   “That’s what she said,” Cara assured him. “She also said she left you all alone and forlorn looking, while she and the kids went off to have fun. Are you at home or did you drive to my house?”
 
   “They just left!”
 
   Disappointment hovered in her voice. “You’re not going to do it, are you?”
 
   “Why is it so important to you? I can’t believe you wouldn’t find it difficult to go into someone else’s home and rifle through their possessions.”
 
   “I normally wouldn’t, but desperate times call for desperate measures, and well, you’re leaving too soon for me not to feel a little desperate.” The humor she displayed almost covered her anxious tones. “Just go over there. Put your feet up, read a book, watch TV, take a nap. If something interests you, don’t feel like you’re prying. Assume you’ve been a friend for years and have seen it all before.”
 
   “I’ll go, but that’s all I’m promising.”
 
   “See you when I get home. Thanks, Jonathan.”
 
   He changed into jeans, his favorite Atlanta Braves t-shirt, and grabbed a Rockland U sweatshirt. A glance in the mirror reminded him to brush his teeth and hair and then he decided it was time to do the awkward. He’d go get his clutter fix for the next few decades until Cara arrived.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Each time he entered her house, Jonathan’s amazement grew. How one person could manage to fill space so thoroughly was beyond his comprehension. Contrary to his intention, he went immediately into the kitchen and stared at the cabinets in wonder. Why had she removed the doors? She wouldn’t need those shelf liner things that draped off the edge of the cabinet shelves if she’d put on the doors again. The pink dishes bothered him almost as much. Who wanted pink dishes?
 
   The refrigerator revealed another side of her—one he had not expected. The entire bottom shelf was packed with cans of Slim-Fast. Lord, please don’t let her be trying to lose weight! The rest of the food seemed to confirm it, but she hadn’t eaten diet type foods during their meals together. The pantry held some normal snack foods, which for some odd reason, reassured him. Cara Laas should not change size or shape.
 
   He ambled down the hall into the first bedroom and glanced around the room. It seemed to be some kind of craft room. Shelves of paper stood near a small desk, and pens and scissors of every kind hung in organized, small, metal pails on the wall. He opened double doors, expecting to see more clothing and found a Murphy bed.
 
   “Who has Murphy beds anymore?” He glanced around the room again and smiled to himself. “With a Murphy bed, she has more room until she actually needs it. Smart.”
 
   The next room he’d already seen. The pile of clothes from the previous evening had vanished, every outfit replaced, and the closet no longer looked disheveled. In the back corner of the closet, in plain view, sat a box with a small corner of purple fabric sticking out between the flaps—the clothes she’d discarded.
 
   Jeans and a “rainbow” t-shirt revived from the popular eighties look lay folded on the edge of a bed that instinctively, Jonathan knew wasn’t hers. The only other door had to lead to the bathroom, leaving Jonathan confused as to where she slept. Surely not the Murphy bed!
 
   As he stepped into the bathroom, ruffles and flowers attacked him. Jonathan winced at the idea of his son attempting to use the be-ruffled toilet. This would not be a pretty sight. Riley, however, would be in heaven. Silver plated brush and mirror lay on the vanity counter, waiting for use. The basin of the porcelain sink had been hand painted, and tulle hung over the mirror and had been festooned it with the most realistic artificial roses he’d ever seen.
 
   Though small, the townhome offered plenty of space for the average single person. If she cut out two-thirds of her possessions, Jonathan knew he’d feel right at home had he been single and didn’t need room for dollhouses, Lego castles, and an extensive children’s video collection. He imagined Riley in the living room and cringed. He’d have to remember to warn her against touching anything. Repeatedly.
 
   French doors at the end of the living room seemed to lead to a patio, but when he opened them, he found a tall window with a view of the association’s mini park and a flight of stairs. He hadn’t realized that the upstairs belonged to her. This, he couldn’t help but explore.
 
   At the top of the stairs, Jonathan leaned against the banister. The staircase opened into a huge master bedroom that covered most of the lower level. The townhome had obviously been designed with a single person in mind. A king sized bed with a filmy canopy and more rose vines sat against one wall. A loveseat and chair sat in a corner with an entertainment center nearby, while another corner housed a French desk. 
 
   The bathroom was larger than the bedrooms downstairs. He’d never imagined anything like this master bedroom in such a small dwelling. It was more like a master suite in a much larger home, and yet it fit her. Cara was the kind of woman who enjoyed her little luxuries but wasn’t dependent on them. Irrationally, he wondered if she’d clutter his home with the same kind of bric-a-brac if they got married.
 
   Whoa, boy. You hardly know her. Don’t let your mind wander down that road. Yet.
 
   Downstairs, he flipped on the TV, endured ten minutes of the Paisley Duncan Show, and then snapped it off again. Her Bible lay on the end table, a bookmark sticking out from somewhere in the Old Testament, near Psalms from the location of it. He flipped it open and grinned. Song of Solomon. Now that was an interesting discovery. 
 
   Jonathan awoke when he felt the couch sink beside him. “Cara…”
 
   “Have a nice nap?”
 
   “You’re all changed already!”
 
   Cara winked. “Well, I came in, saw you snoring, and decided I’d get dressed before I bothered you. Whatcha reading?”
 
   “Song of Solomon.”
 
   “That boring, huh?” 
 
   Her smile was too close for his comfort. He leaned back, his hands behind his head, and studied her. “Eighties child? Aren’t you a bit young?”
 
   “I always wanted my older cousin’s rainbow shirt, but by the time I grew into it, it was so outdated even my mom wouldn’t let me wear it. When I saw this in a store last month, I snapped it up. She stood and admired the shirt in the mirror. “I think I look cute.”
 
   “Adorable. Ready for a crazy evening?”
 
   Cara grabbed a sweatshirt and tied it around her waist, making her look chopped in half. “Ready. What are we doing?”
 
   He opened the hall closet where her grand stash of shoes stared back at him and reached for something he’d noticed the night before. Pulling them from beneath the bottom shelf, he waved a pair of inline skates at her. “It’s Wednesday. Unless something has changed, it’s food vendor night at the park.”
 
   Eyes wide, Cara gulped. “We’re skating all the way to the park?”
 
   The temptation presented itself and nearly overtook him. In a fraction of a second, a dozen scenarios ran through his mind as he contemplated telling her that, yes, they were skating the nine miles to Rockland Park. Another dry swallow tugged at his heart. “Well, as tempting as it was to say yes, I’d never make it, and I think it’d be a lousy date if you ask me.”
 
   She sagged visibly. “Thank you. Let’s go. I should warn you, I bought those to learn to skate—one of those, ‘I need to experience the things I missed as a kid’ kicks—and only used them twice. I fall. A lot. I think I need knee pads and elbow pads.”
 
   Before they hit the loop, Jonathan pulled into Westbury’s largest sporting goods store and purchased a helmet and pads for Cara’s knees and elbows, sending her into fits of embarrassed laughter as he explained the benefits of each piece. At the park, he laced up quickly and then helped Cara with her skates. He shook his head as he wiggled the skate and unlaced it. Carefully, he tied the skates, pulled the straps, and then adjusted her kneepads. 
 
   “I should have gotten you wrist guards. Don’t break a wrist!”
 
   “I couldn’t eat with those, and you promised me dinner. I should warn you; I get grumpy without adequate food.”
 
   “Appetizers first. Somewhere around here are the biggest juiciest pickles known to man.” 
 
   “They also sell the best fried apple pies ever,” Cara nearly salivated as she passed the fried pie cart.
 
   “Pasties?” Jonathan tried to keep the revulsion from his voice. 
 
   “I’d rather have kebobs. They have all kinds.” A telltale sweep of her eyes across her midsection gave away her battle with her weight. “Besides, who needs all the carbs?”
 
   Jonathan noticed her adjusting her sweatshirt as she spoke, in a feeble attempt to force it to cover her hips. “So,” he began as he handed her a dripping pickle, “I took your advice and toured your condo.”
 
   “Oh, and what did you think, aside from the décor differences between us?”
 
   “Well, your bedroom shocked me. I had no idea you had another floor up there.”
 
   Cara laughed. “Oh, honestly, surely you noticed that the building has two stories…”
 
   “I didn’t realize you owned both. That bedroom is amazing.”
 
   “I love it. It’s what sold me on the place. The other option had a more traditional layout with a dining room, living room, office, and bathroom downstairs—” She lunged for his arm, trying to avoid falling to the ground. “Upstairs were two small bedrooms and one larger one with a regular sized bath. B-oooor-ring.”
 
   “Did you never wonder what you’d do if you got married? I tried to imagine a family in there and had no idea how it’d work.”
 
   “I figured I’d probably sell and buy a house with my husband. I certainly wasn’t going to wait around though.” She glanced at him curiously. “So, did you feel like grabbing garbage sacks and purging all my clutter?”
 
   “I felt a little smothered here and there… What’s with no cabinet doors in the kitchen? If you sell someday, won’t you have to buy new ones?”
 
   “I wrapped them and put them in the garage. I liked the look of open shelving like a vintage kitchen. It looked cool with my apple green walls and the pink Depression glass. I’ve just started collecting Jadite too.”
 
   Before he could stop himself, the question jumped from his throat. “You need more to collect?” Red crept up Jonathan’s neck and into his ears even before the question had a chance to connect with her consciousness.
 
   Laughing, she grinned. “I like it. It makes me smile to see something that other families used once upon a time sitting in my cupboard just waiting for me to use it.”
 
   “Do you ever get rid of anything?”
 
   “Clothes. When I’m done with them, they go to a clothing closet at the mission.”
 
   “What about your old dishes—the ones you had before the pink stuff. What did you do with them?”
 
   “They’re in a box in the garage,” she admitted. “I didn’t know anyone who needed them, so I just kept them.”
 
   “No thrift store or garage sale?” Why he pushed the matter, Jonathan didn’t know. He did realize, however, that he was not just talking, but he was leading a conversation. It felt strangely exhilarating. “Just curious.”
 
   “I’ve never thought about it much. So, is that all you did, check out my doorless cupboards and my bedroom?”
 
   A couple of teens walking past snickered as they overheard that last snippet of conversation. Jonathan’s ears flamed brighter and Cara laughed even louder. “I love it when you’re embarrassed. Come on, tell me; what did you think of my house—all of it? I want to know what you learned about me today.” She hesitated and lowered her voice, pulling his ear closer as she did. “I have to take advantage of your willingness to talk.”
 
   He began to protest, but her eyes pleaded with him. “Well, the first thing I noticed when I walked in was that you like antiques. I mean, I noticed that the other night, but even more so today. You have antique collections everywhere. Linens, those little egg cups that my grandma used to use, thimbles, old books, clocks— What is with the clocks everywhere?”
 
   “I like clocks—especially ones you wind.”
 
   “I noticed they are all perfectly synchronized. Do you wind them all every day?”
 
   She nodded, grinning. “Or every week for some. I love my little clocks.” Before she could ask another question, she lurched to the side, nearly falling. Jonathan, without missing a beat, grabbed her around the waist and steadied her for a moment before he let his arm fall naturally to his side again.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   One look at her expression and he knew what she couldn’t—or wouldn’t—say. Yes, he had physically saved her from a face full of concrete, but somehow in that moment, she realized—as did he—that she had fallen and she’d fallen hard. “Depends on what you mean,” she muttered under her breath. “So that doesn’t tell me what you learned about me.”
 
   “I keep trying not to fall, too, but I’m not doing any better than you are, Cara mia.” He spoke with a quiet firmness—no embarrassment or hesitation in his voice—choosing each word with deliberate care. They fell from his lips more freely than most words ever did for Jonathan Lyman.
 
   With a nod of understanding, Cara redirected the conversation to safer territory. “What did you learn about me that you hadn’t guessed?”
 
   “Well, your fridge intrigued me.” He still didn’t know what to make of it, but her carbs comment made him curious. “Okay, is this the kebob place?”
 
   Hands full of shrimp, beef, chicken, vegetable, and even grilled fruit kebobs, Jonathan led them to a nearby bench where an elderly couple had begun cleaning up after their own picnic dinner. “Are you staying?”
 
   The gentleman shook his head. “Just leaving, son. Enjoy. We had one of those fruit ones and they were utterly delicious.”
 
   Once settled into place, Cara brought the discussion back to the topic at hand. “So about that fridge? What about it intrigued you?”
 
   “I saw a fridge with a full shelf of Slim-Fast, salad materials, and fruit. Tell me you’re not on a diet?”
 
   Cara’s cheeks darkened into a deep rose. She sipped her water bottle and shrugged. “I’m just so round that I try to keep the calories down, but I like good food too.” With an embarrassed glance and a shrug, she added. “Meal drinks aren’t exactly filling or all that tasty.”
 
   A full mouth gave Jonathan a few seconds to consider if he should be honest or evasive. He chose honest, and as he chewed the tender, marinated beef, he mentally rehearsed what to say. Swallowing, he took a drink of water and then turned his full attention on Cara. She stared at her kebob as though unsure if she should allow herself to take another bite.
 
   “Cara…” Her shoulders drooped a bit as he fumbled for the words that he hoped might free her from what he considered a ridiculous idea. He sighed. “I’m just going to be honest, okay?”
 
   She nodded, refusing to look at him. “I’d prefer it.”
 
   “I think—” That wouldn’t work. “Okay, I don’t want to presume to tell you what to do—” That’s even worse!
 
   “Spit it out.” The defeat in her voice wrenched his heart. Cara dropped the kebob and reached for a napkin as she did.
 
   “I—” he swallowed hard. “I like you just the way you are. There are too many curveless women in this world.”
 
   “You’re joking, right?” Even as she said it, Jonathan saw her expression change as she realized he spoke the absolute truth. “But surely your wife—”
 
   Suddenly, Jonathan didn’t want to talk anymore. He realized that he’d blown it. Cara felt inadequate compared to Lily, and he assumed he’d caused it. Without a word, he disposed of their trash, helped her to her feet, and led her back to the fried pie cart. With an apple for her and a cherry for him, he pointed across the playground to the gazebo on the other side.
 
   Cara nodded. They skated slowly, Jonathan trying to discern where he’d gone wrong and trying to discover how to undo the mess he thought he’d created. From the listless way she nibbled at the pie, he suspected she felt utterly rejected. He just didn’t know why. 
 
   At the gazebo, Jonathan knelt beside her and removed her skates as she sat on the steps. He removed his own skates and hung both pairs over the railing. Taking her arm, he led her to the edge of the bench inside and indicated for her to sit before taking his place in front of her. He forced down the lump in his throat and asked, “Do I talk too much?”
 
   The question seemed to confuse her. “What do mean? Of course, you don’t talk too much. You hardly talk at all. Over seventy-five percent of our time together has either been in silence or with me doing all the talking. Why would you—” Cara stopped mid verbal explosion. “You meant it.”
 
   “I meant it.”
 
   “Lily—she was tall and thin though, wasn’t she?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you were attracted to her?” Cara persisted.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But you’re also attracted to me?”
 
   Jonathan allowed every ounce of sincerity he felt to infuse into each word. “More than I’ve ever been attracted to anyone.” 
 
   “But Lily was tall and thin and beautiful—”
 
   “Inside, yes.”
 
   It took Cara a moment to process his words. “She had a lovely personality? Is that what you mean?”
 
   “Yes.” He felt like a robot, giving minimalistic answers—almost as though deliberately fighting the superfluity of words.
 
   “But Riley is so pretty… and Bryson is such a handsome little dude… surely Lily was physically beautiful as well.”
 
   “She was to me, but if I am honest with myself, no. Most people wouldn’t say she was a beautiful woman—at least physically speaking she wasn’t.”
 
   Cara shook her head uncomprehendingly. “I don’t believe you. It’s really nice of you to—”
 
   Without a word, Jonathan reached into his back pocket, pulled out a copy of their engagement picture, and passed it to her. Her frown told him she thought he’d handed her the worst picture he could find, so he passed her his entire wallet. “That’s probably the best picture of Lily. She was incredibly photogenic.”
 
   Jonathan knew she couldn’t mistake his sincerity, but he pulled out a family photo as well. Cara stared at each picture, trying to see what he meant and finally gave up, asking, “What do you mean by photogenic?”
 
   “She always looked more… something in pictures. In person she was rather plain, if you didn’t know her well, but in pictures she has a sparkle that wasn’t there in real life.”
 
   Cara glanced at the pictures once more. “I felt inadequate.”
 
   “I know you did.”
 
   “I thought,” she flushed as she fumbled for words. “I thought you must be comparing us, and I just knew I’d come up wanting.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Instead,” Cara added miserably, “at the risk of sounding horribly vain, I can see that I’m—” the words refused to come.
 
   “You’re a beautiful woman. Lily was to me and to her parents… even to Bryson, but….”
 
   “But she wasn’t so—”
 
   Jonathan stopped her. Taking a deep breath, he spoke when he wanted nothing more than silence. To his relief, he saw that she sensed it. “I can’t compare you with her. You are two very different women. I never compared Lily to my mother, and I won’t compare you to her.” He laid his fingers on her lips as Cara tried to speak. “I don’t know where the sudden insecurity came from. It’s not like you. If I hadn’t already seen that, I would have learned it today from your home. You’re usually very comfortable with who you are, but there’s something about your weight or shape or something that bothers you, and when you let it take root, it corrupts your thinking.”
 
   Cara nodded. “You’re right.”
 
   He stood, extended his hand, and pulled Cara to her feet. Standing so close, he could read the doubt in her eyes, and under his gaze, he watched her self-confidence slowly return, but a hint of hesitation lingered somewhere in her heart. He could see it.
 
   Jonathan stepped back across the entry to the gazebo and leaned against the other side. He crossed his arms and stared at her for several minutes, his eyes traveling over her from head to toe and back again, meeting her eyes for many long moments as he did. A slow smile spread over his face and Cara blushed again.
 
   “You wouldn’t change anything.” Cara didn’t question; she spoke with confidence and assurance.
 
   “Not one.”
 
   As if she couldn’t resist one last reassurance on the biggest difference between herself and the woman Jonathan had loved first, Cara whispered, “Even my height?”
 
   With two swift steps, Jonathan stood next to her and wrapped an arm around her for a moment, tucking her head into his chest before he released her again. He smiled, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Especially not your height.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730294]Chapter Six
 
   At eleven-thirty, a steady stream of personnel disappeared out the door as the office slowly emptied. While the call of lunch tables all over the city drew everyone from the building, Cara smiled and took a deep breath. The office finally emptied. From that moment until the clock clicked one o’clock, she had the place to herself—aside from the occasional ringing phone. The best part of her day. Her cellphone skittled across the desk as it buzzed, announcing a text message. She smiled at Jonathan’s text. HAVING TROUBLE DECIDING WHERE WE SHOULD EAT. HAVE IDEAS?
 
   Cara flipped through the office take-out notebook. Five minutes and one order later, she sent back a quick text. 43223 WATERBROOK. PICK UP AT 12:50 SHARP. THEN COME GET ME. Seconds later, she sent another text. MISS YOU JONAFAN
 
   Her laughter rang out across the room as she saw the reply. AM I STILL THE HANDSOMEST MAN YOU’VE EVER MET?
 
   RILEY TOLD! CHEATER. Wendy from accounting stalked through the office and slammed quarterly reports onto Cara’s desk as she typed out her reply.
 
   “Something wrong, Wendy?”
 
   “Men are pigs.” Before Cara could reply, the woman stormed from the room, knocking over the receptionist’s inbox as she did. 
 
   “Well,” Cara muttered under her breath as she hurried to try to restore order to Tina’s workspace, “I happen to know one who’s not.”
 
   She had just over an hour to think of a fun place to eat Chinese. Jonathan had made each afternoon such an enjoyable treat, she wanted to come up with something equally fun and not too time consuming, but where could they eat their lunch now that she’d arranged it? Before she could come up with a viable option, her cellphone erupted with “She works hard for her money…”
 
   She slid open her phone. “Hey, Derek. I just got the reports from Wendy, and I was going to fax them over.”
 
   “Why can’t she— Oh. It’s lunchtime. I still don’t get why you hang around there…”
 
   “It gives Tina lunch out with friends or with her husband. He’s only got six months, max. I can take a late lunch so she can eat with him.” 
 
   “He’s still working?” Derek’s voice sounded deceptively bored. Papers shuffled, and he murmured at the appropriate places as Cara gave him the latest update on the dying man’s condition and his attempts to keep working.
 
   “If he makes it until October, he can retire with full benefits for both of them.” She sighed. “He’ll probably kill himself doing it, but he wants her covered.”
 
   After a few noncommittal grunts, Derek snapped to attention. “Okay, faxes just came through. I see the Loss Reserves adjustment needs to be refigured. Get Locksley on that.”
 
   “Did his parents have to name him Robin?”
 
   Derek laughed. “I think that every single time I say or hear his name.”
 
   She laughed as she made a note. “At least their last name wasn’t Hood.”
 
   “Is the presentation ready for the board meeting Wednesday?”
 
   “I’ve made some adjustments to it. Wayne left out the internet department completely. I won’t be done until Tuesday, I’m sure.”
 
   “I’d like to look it over before the meeting, Cara. Can you have it on my desk by Monday?” Derek asked, expecting to hear an unequivocal “yes.”
 
   Silence hung on the line. Her boss spoke her name twice before she answered. “Sorry, Derek. Um, there’s a problem.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m not free this weekend. I can’t give it my full attention until Tuesday. I’ve gotten some done, but…”
 
   “What’s up?” The full attention of Mayflower Trust’s CFO latched onto his usually eager to please assistant.
 
   “I’ve got plans this weekend.”
 
   “Oh, right. The wedding. I forgot about that. Of course, take your time. I’ll come in and review the presentation early Wednesday.”
 
   The temptation nearly overwhelmed her. She’d established herself as someone who’d do anything to be a success in the company, outside of her church commitments, and this one thing could kill that. “Um, Derek. The wedding was last weekend.”
 
   “So what gives?” A trace of irritation crept into his voice. She knew that he needed that information, and he didn’t want to arrive early to review it.
 
   “Well—” Oh, Cara wanted to promise to have it on Monday in order to avoid this discussion, but the idea of losing a minute of her very limited time with Jonathan or his children filled her with dismay. “I’ve promised to be somewhere all weekend. I’m not even coming in until after one on Monday, and I just can’t do it, Derek.”
 
   “Who is he?”
 
   “What?” Perspiration threatened to ruin her perfectly planned outfit.
 
   “I’m not a fool, Cara. The only thing I can think of that might possibly keep you from jumping to make this happen for me is a guy.” She glanced at the clock. Ten minutes. People would start trickling in any moment. Of course, half of them had seen her with Jonathan. All he had to do— “Look, I can call Tina. She’ll give me the whole office speculation pool and add embellishments with no charge.”
 
   “I met him at the wedding.”
 
   “So you guys going away for the weekend, or what?” His voice sounded doubtful. Everyone in the office knew that Cara didn’t operate that way.
 
   “No. He’s only here until Monday around noon. Then he heads back to Atlanta.”
 
   “And you’re spending the weekend with him.”
 
   Cara decided to make a full confession. “And his two children, yes.” 
 
   “Whoa.” Their phones remained silent, each of them in their own minds and working out the ramifications of her declaration. “Okay, look, Cara. Tomorrow night, six o’clock, you hand everything you have over to Chan and tell him you want it on your desk by noon Monday, ready to go. Give him a list of what you saw missing and tell him to check every fact twice to make sure it’s good. Take it, polish it, and have it on my desk before you leave Tuesday night.”
 
   “Why are you doing this for me, Derek?”
 
   “Because you give this company one hundred fifty percent every single week. We can give you a weekend off now and then.”
 
   Cara thanked him and started to hang up, but Derek’s voice stopped her. “Laas… there’s one thing though. Don’t let this guy mess with you. I don’t want to see you hurt—” He cleared his throat, clearly realizing his words might be considered inappropriate. What she did with her life outside the office was none of his business, and they both knew it. “I need you on your game next week.”
 
   “The troops are returning, sir. Time to get ready for mess hall myself. I’ll take care of it. Thanks.”
 
   Tina watched Cara slip into her office and close the door gently behind her. Cara, knowing she was under scrutiny, debated whether she should change her outfit or not. During her conversation with Derek, her top had become soaked with perspiration, but if she left in a different outfit, the rumor mill would grind twice as quickly. She opened the door to her small storage closet and stared at her reflection in the full-length mirror. She had to change. The soaked spots under her arms were too conspicuous to be comfortable. She’d never be able to avoid the embarrassment factor. Just as she reached for a fresh blouse, frowning at the boring, plain ivory as though it deliberately ruined her look, the intercom clicked on from the office.
 
   “Of course, go right in, Mrs. Laas. She’s still here.”
 
   “Cara!” Her mother burst through the door, carrying the familiar garment bag that proved her mother had been sewing again. “I got it done.”
 
   “Got what done?”
 
   “Remember that Michael Kors suit we saw? The pencil skirt and boucle jacket?”
 
   For a moment, Cara understood how people believed in fairy godmothers. It was harder to imagine more perfect timing if she’d planned it. The clock showed one minute after one o’clock. “Mom, it better fit. You’re a life saver.”
 
   “Oh, ew. Here, I’ve got antiperspirant in my bag—”
 
   “I’ve got some, Mom, I just didn’t have any change of clothes that I wanted to wear. This is perfect.”
 
   “Who cares—” Diane Laas’ eyes widened. “You’re going out with him again, aren’t you?” The woman nearly bounced with excitement. “You’ll look great. Here. Put it on.”
 
   As she pulled a caramel colored skirt from the garment bag, Cara glanced at her mother in surprise. “I thought we chose the conch pink?”
 
   “We did. And when it arrived, it was the exact color that makes your hair look pink.”
 
   “Ugh.”
 
   “I’m so glad I ordered the caramel and black too. I thought maybe I’d make a black dress and a pair of black slacks to combine with them all.”
 
   While her mother thrust baby wipes and tissues at her, Cara gave herself a quick “spit bath” behind the closet door. She wriggled into the skirt, buttoned the short-sleeved jacket, and adjusted the collar. “There. How does it look?” Cara stepped from behind the door wearing the new ensemble and brushing out her hair.
 
   “Why’d you take down your hair?”
 
   “Well—”
 
   Diane Lass jumped up and down excitedly. “I haven’t seen you this into a date since you were in college!” 
 
   “I haven’t dated since college, Mother!”
 
   Diane paused, staring at the picture Cara made, her hair waving down her back and in her new suit. “That outfit looks stunning. Honestly, with a color name like caramel, it fits. He’s going to find you good enough to eat.”
 
   Outside the office door, Jonathan grinned. He’d overheard just enough to be flattered. He knocked twice, waited for an invitation and stepped inside, giving Cara his familiar once over. “Well, that wasn’t an exaggeration...”
 
   “Oh! Jonathan. Did you meet my mother at the wedding?” Fumbling over her words, much to his delight, Cara introduced him to Diane.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Laas.” He smiled at Cara. “I’ve just come to take her to lunch. Would you like to join us?”
 
   “Oh, no… I mean, I’d like it, yes, but I have things to do.”
 
   “Like what?” Cara interjected. “Planning to start that other dress right now?”
 
   “No, but I do have a house to put back in order now that this is done.” Diane waved at the outfit Cara wore. “Nice to meet you, Jonathan. Don’t waste your lunch break chatting with me.” She grabbed her purse and disappeared through the door before he could say anything.
 
   Cara flushed as he turned back to her and gave her an apprising glance. “She is a bit of a genius, isn’t she?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You ready? I have a car full of food and no one to share it with.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “I can’t believe you came into the office.”
 
   “Well, you mentioned that they were talking. I just wanted to give them an accurate picture.” He opened the car door for her. “So, where are we going?”
 
   Cara panicked. She’d been so focused on the presentation and then her own presentation that she’d forgotten they didn’t have anywhere to go. “The mission. They’ll be cleaning up now, and we can share with Barney when we’re done.”
 
   He turned down West Seventh Avenue toward Virginia Parkway. “Okay, do you want to go there because it’s where you want to go or because it’s the first place you thought of?”
 
   “First place. My boss called while I was trying to decide where to take you and got me sidetracked. Then Mom showed up with the suit and I was excited about that…”
 
   He glanced at her as he turned at the light. Cara caught his eye and smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
   He turned into the cemetery and parked on the south side. The car idled in the parking spot for a minute before Cara found her voice. “Um, Jonathan?” She hesitated. “Is Lily buried in Rockland?” He nodded. She expected to see tears in his eyes, but instead there was a plea for understanding. “Do you want to eat on those benches over there?”
 
   As he climbed from the vehicle, Jonathan tucked in his shirt, pocketed the keys, and shut the door quietly behind him. He opened the door for Cara and held out his hand as he always did. Her three-inch ivory heels crunched on the asphalt, wobbling on a rock for a moment. His hands instinctively reached for her; one hand lingering on her waist while the other held her hand tightly.
 
   “We look ready to dance,” she whispered. Unlike previous moments where they’d managed any kind of brief contact, neither of them moved. 
 
   The breeze caught her door and slammed it into the back of Jonathan’s legs. He stumbled closer but didn’t release her. Cara watched his eyes carefully. Something they said brought a faint blush to her cheeks. Beneath eyelashes that no man should be allowed to have, Jonathan’s dark chocolate eyes told her he never wanted to move.
 
   “You’d miss the children,” she protested, laughing. Wisdom screamed at her to step away, but Cara mentally plugged her ears with her fingers and sang “la-la-la” at the top her imaginary lungs. There was something electrically mesmerizing about their proximity.
 
   If I regained consciousness, his expression retorted.
 
   Swallowing hard, Cara reached for the bags, never taking her eyes from Jonathan’s face. “Hungry?”
 
   Jonathan took one step closer, leaving a mere fraction of light separating them. “Do you really want me to answer that?”
 
   “Chinese?” she retorted quickly, hoping to diffuse the rush of color to her face before it got any worse.
 
   “I prefer French,” Jonathan began with an obvious guess at her ancestry, “but I’ll settle for Chinese right now.”
 
   Much to her mortification, a most indelicate snort escaped before she could prevent it. She flushed an even deeper red and dropped her eyes at last. Jonathan tilted her face toward him once more and smiled. “You have no idea how much I want—you have no idea.”
 
   He still hadn’t moved. Cara handed him the bags and crooked her finger, beckoning him to come closer. Slowly, he lowered his face until it was just an inch or two away from hers. She leaned to one side and whispered into his ear, “Jonathan, I can’t take much more. You have to step back.”
 
   “Spoken like a woman,” he teased as he moved around the car door, leaving her free to follow.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Draw me closer to tell me to back off.”
 
   She reached into the bag and pulled out chopsticks as he set it on the bench. “Are you complaining?”
 
   Jonathan, with an ease that unsettled her more than ever, leaned so close his lips brushed her ear for a brief second and whispered, “Not on your life.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Jonathan, I hate to do it, but I have to ask.”
 
   “Why did I bring you here of all places?”
 
   “Well,” she began awkwardly, “it is a bit unusual as a date spot.”
 
   He gathered their trash, pocketed the fortune cookies, and dumped the rest in the nearest garbage can. Stuffing his hands awkwardly in his pockets, he jerked his elbow for her to follow. “I want you to ‘meet’ Lily. Is that too creepy?”
 
   “Not going to pretend I don’t feel a little odd—awkward even—but not exactly creepy.”
 
   “We can go,” he hastened to add. Oh, how he wanted her to understand without a long drawn out explanation.
 
   “Show me Lily’s grave first. It’s important to you, and anything important to you is rapidly becoming important to me.”
 
   He led her around walks, through a small rose garden, and to the Fillmore family plot. “This is where Lily and her grandparents lie. Her family owns several of the plots.”
 
   “You buried her with her family? Why not near you, in Atlanta?”
 
   “I won’t be staying there, for one thing. When she was dying, she asked me to consider moving back so the children could be closer to family.”
 
   Cara nodded. “And will you?” How she hoped he’d say yes.
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “Why with her family?”
 
   “Her father,” Jonathan began with a sigh. “He said I’d probably marry again—” The look on Cara’s face stopped him. “No, Cara, not like that. He wants me to be happy and knows… not like that.”
 
   She stared down at the gravestone with its simple, elegant lines. The beveled edges, smooth polished surface and etched frames all attested to good taste and probably wealth. Lily’s family apparently belonged to those Fillmores. The inscription was simple but heart wrenching. Our Lily— plucked from us too soon. Now in the garden of Jesus.
 
   “Oh, Jonathan!” Tears flowed before she could attempt to gain control. The mental image of Jonathan holding a tiny little Riley and of Bryson with his little lily, dropping it onto the casket, tore at her heart. She fought to look at him through her tears and saw the grief—the utter look of loss on his face—and wept harder for the family.
 
   “Shh… it’s okay, Cara. She’s home.”
 
   “And you’re all alone. It’s not okay.”
 
   How she heard it through her weeping, she’d wonder for many years, but hear it she did. Jonathan’s voice, oh so soft and tender, not really speaking to her as much as to himself, sighed and said, “Not alone anymore, Cara mia.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   He pulled up to the front and stopped the car in the loading zone. As he opened her door, Cara stepped out, smiling at him through red-rimmed eyes. “I’m sorry, Jonathan—”
 
   “I wish I hadn’t had to do it, but she’s part of me. I can’t pretend she doesn’t affect the way I think, act, even the way I think about you. I can’t leave her out of us, and I don’t want her to be a part of us at the same time. I thought maybe…”
 
   “I have to go. I’m already so late—” She didn’t want to talk about it anymore. All Cara wanted was a quick trip to the bathroom where she could sob out her grief and guilt alone.
 
   “Sure. I’m sorry.”
 
   “My house after work? You’re still bringing the children?” Cara’s face lit up familiarly for a brief moment before she turned away again.
 
   “You still want us to come?” 
 
   The doubt in his tones nearly crushed her. With caution tossed in the wind and now circulating in the office gossip hurricane, Cara wrapped her arms around him fiercely. “More than ever. You won’t get rid of me that easily, Jonathan Lyman. If that was your plan in taking me out there, you failed.”
 
   “That is a huge relief. Now get in there before I get you fired.”
 
   She took two steps before whirling around again. He stood, leaning against the passenger door of his car watching. Cara retraced her steps, holding out her hand. “You have my fortune cookie and I want it.”
 
   Jonathan pulled two from his pocket. “Take your pick.”
 
   She examined them both and chose the one already split in half. “Are you going to stand there and watch me walk all the way in before you leave?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   She spun on her heel and stalked toward the door muttering, “I wish I had the guts to sway my hips within an inch of their capabilities.”
 
   At the door, she glanced back and waved. Jonathan pushed himself from the side of the car, gave a short wave, and returned to the driver’s seat. As she disappeared into the building, he cracked open his fortune cookie muttering, “It’s a good thing you didn’t, woman. A man can only take so much.”
 
   He glanced at the fortune and then erupted in laughter. Tucking it into his wallet, he took a second glance before he drove home. Don’t ask, don’t say. Everything lies in silence.
 
   Closed into her office, Cara ignored the concerned looks Tina and a few others gave her as she rushed in, locked the door behind her, and sobbed. She turned the office elevator music to unreasonable levels and allowed herself a full-fledged pity party for herself, for Jonathan, for his children, and for Lily’s parents who probably never imagined outliving their daughter.
 
   As she slowly regained her composure, she opened her hand and found her cookie pulverized by her hands. Rolling the cellophane with her fingers, she worked the fortune away from the crumbs and read. Speak this day in the universal language of love. Be brave—speak from your heart—and the answer you receive may surprise you.
 
   “Oh boy.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730295]Chapter Seven
 
   Jonathan observed the scene from his place in Cara’s kitchen doorway. On the breakfast bar, crayons, coloring books, glue sticks, and more stickers and paper than he’d ever imagined giving his daughter at one time kept Riley occupied and thoroughly engrossed in her creations. Bryson sat next to her, carefully choosing each piece necessary for his masterful, albeit unidentifiable, creation from a large bucket of Legos on his left.
 
   In the kitchen, Cara, wearing shorts and a sleeveless top that looked almost indecently good on her, tested linguine noodles and watched the corn dogs in her oven with a practiced eye. Nodding to herself, why he didn’t know, Cara set the timer for two minutes and removed the corndogs from the oven. She placed them on pink glass plates, added carrot and celery sticks, and then started for the dining room. Jonathan took the plates from her hands and nudged her toward the stove.
 
   “I won’t burn your meal,” she teased as she turned back to the saucepan where her scallops waited to be poached.
 
   Jonathan gestured for his children to move their projects, which they did in a hurry. He set the plates in front of them and draped an arm over each child’s shoulder, whispering prayers of thanksgiving for the food before urging them to eat. “I’m going to have your movie all ready to go. You just push the play button when you’re done eating and your hands are washed. Do not move your plates though. I’ll get them tonight.”
 
   “Yes, Daddy. Are you having a date night in the dining room?” 
 
   “Something like that.” Jonathan frowned. Bryson couldn’t possibly remember date nights. “Where did you hear that?”
 
   “Trevor’s mommy and daddy have date nights in their dining room every Friday night. He has to stay in the family room with Megan.”
 
   “Date night?” she whispered as he moved to refill his glass. His eyes must have revealed his pain because she set the spatula on an empty plate, wiped her hands on a kitchen towel, and cupped his face gently. “You—”
 
   He took a deep breath. “Fine.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   A slow smile spread, showing his teeth and making him look a little diabolical. “If it keeps you there, I’ll lie forever.”
 
   “Lying is a sin, Daddy. You wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “That’s right, Riley, your daddy shouldn’t ever lie to anyone, should he? He should always tell the exact truth.” Cara’s eyes dared him to argue.
 
   He searched for a way to diffuse the growing charge between them and settled on the pan on the stove. “Don’t burn the scallops.”
 
   She stared back at him, looking for something that she must have found. With a smile, Cara turned back to the stove. “Wouldn’t dream of it. 
 
   “Do you need a refill?” She nodded and Jonathan reached for the bottle. “I’ll get it.”
 
   “Good, because it’s done. We’ll have to eat our salads after the scallops or they’ll be disgusting.”
 
   The children, nearly done with their meals, jumped from the bar and raced to the couches, looking for the most comfortable spot. It wasn’t hard to find a soft cushy place to snuggle with a pillow or twenty on Cara’s couches. Jonathan called them back to wash their hands as he helped her carry the dishes to the dining room. In much less time than it should have taken to adequately wash their hands, the TV set came on, and the opening music of Monster’s Inc. filled the living room.
 
   At Cara’s four-person table, Jonathan folded his hands to pray over the meal. He paused. Reaching for her hand, he jerked his back again, folding them tightly in his lap and sitting in utter silence as he struggled within himself. Cara took a deep breath, paused in obvious prayer, and then whispered, “Eat before they get cold. There’s nothing nastier than cold scallops.”
 
   Rather than diffuse the tension, her actions sent Jonathan’s emotions out of control. “Three and a half days,” he muttered between bites. “Might as well be seconds.”
 
   “You’re killing me.”
 
   Jonathan set his fork on the plate and dropped his head in his hands, elbows resting on the table. “Don’t I know it? Somehow it feels like murder by suicide.”
 
   Before she could respond, a sweet little sing-song voice chanted, “Daddy, Daddy, strong and able, take those elbows off the table. This is not a horse’s table but a decent dining table.”
 
   Unexpectedly, Jonathan grabbed his daughter, hugging her fiercely as he pulled her onto his lap. All of the emotion and affection he ached to show Cara Jonathan infused into a thirty-second squeeze that he prayed she’d understand and feel—somehow. Eventually, Riley protested. “Daddy, I gotta potty. I don’t know where it is.”
 
   Cara started to rise, but Jonathan shook his head. “I’ll take her.”
 
   By the time Jonathan returned, she’d finished her scallops and sat with her hands folded in her lap. “Jonathan?”
 
   “Hmm?” With a mouth full of linguine, Jonathan couldn’t speak.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   He swallowed quickly and washed his food down with a quick gulp of water. “For what?”
 
   “That hug. I needed it more than I can tell you.”
 
   “I hoped you’d understand.”
 
   She swirled another bite of linguine around her fork before she took a deep breath and said, “I think someday you’ll learn that I understand more than most people give me credit for.”
 
   “I wish—”
 
   “But you can’t,” she argued. “Even if you would, I wouldn’t. It’d be insane to make such a rash decision after less than a week. We both know it.” She reached for their salads and removed their dinner plates. “I know. I keep waiting for something that says, ‘he’s too good to be true and here’s the proof’ but I don’t think I’ll find it. I just know that if I’m impatient, someone is going to get hurt.”
 
   “Almost a thousand miles…”
 
   Tears spilled before Cara could stop them. “Are you trying to drive the knife in deeper? ‘Cause you’re really doing a good job.” Before he could reply, Cara dashed from the table and down the hall. 
 
   With a quick glance to see that his children remained engrossed in their movie, Jonathan followed. He found Cara with her face buried in a pillow from her guest bed. “Oh, Cara mia.” His heart squeezed at the sight of her pain.
 
   “That is so unfair.”
 
   “I thought—”
 
   “You know how much I like it.” She took a deep breath and dragged her eyes to meet his. “Are you trying to hurt me tonight? Do you want to pick a fight or dump—” 
 
   “I want the right to call you something that’d make it possible to dump you. I don’t ever want to do that, but I’d love to know you were someone special enough to be able to do that.”
 
   Barely stifling a giggle, Cara shook her head. “Only you could make the possibility of getting dumped sound like an honor.” Fresh tears flooded her eyes before she could prevent them. “Arrgh. This is mortifying,” she sniffled, trying to compose herself.
 
   Without a second thought, Jonathan broke his self-imposed hands-off policy. Gathering her in his arms, he held Cara. His trademarked silence filled the room; Jonathan said nothing and made no shushing noises. Rather, he stood, held her, stroked her hair, and tried to remember to breathe.
 
   How long they stood there, neither of them ever knew. They didn’t speak and with the exception of his hands as they smoothed her hair from time to time, they didn’t move. Once her emotions settled, he knew Cara expected him to jump away as he had so many times in the past few days, but Jonathan didn’t shift at all.
 
   The credits rolled on the children’s movie, but in the absence of interruption by Riley or Bryson, neither of them moved. Silence seemed to echo throughout the house, with the faint exception of Cara’s occasional sniffles. Slowly, she grew heavy, until Jonathan realized she was falling asleep in his arms.
 
   Unable to carry her upstairs, Jonathan gently led her to the bed and laid her back on it. He pulled one leg up and the other followed of its own volition. She curled into fetal position and grabbed for the pillow instinctively. Jonathan pulled the bedspread from the other side and draped it lightly over her. As he crept from the room, he flipped the light switch, plunging it into darkness.
 
   An idea occurred to him. He’d clean the kitchen for her before they left. Hoping to hide the noise, Jonathan pulled the door closed behind him just as one final sniffle escaped the sleeping woman. “Oh, Lord,” he whispered as he retraced his steps down the hallway. “What are we going to do?”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Cara woke feeling terribly disoriented, her head thick and fuzzy as though coming down with a cold. She tried to remember where she was or what she was doing there, but her mind refused to work. Her hand traveled over the surface of her favorite bedspread. Chenille. The spare room? What was she—
 
   “Oh!” Cara’s memory flooded her mind with images of tears, hugs, and the most secure feeling she’d ever had in her life.
 
   She snapped on the light and glanced at the bedside clock. Two a.m. He must have taken the children home. How embarrassing to fall asleep on him like that. She hadn’t realized, until that precise moment, just how physically draining their intense attraction had become.
 
   The kitchen shone. Every single dish washed, dried, and put back in the cupboards. The leftovers sat on shelves in the refrigerator, and the garbage stood empty. No splatters of sauce on the stove, no half-empty wine glasses, and no traces of children’s projects anywhere. They’d vanished.
 
   An envelope on the bar caught her attention. She pulled several sheets from it, settled down on her loveseat, legs curled beneath her, and read.
 
   Cara mia,
 
   You looked so peaceful sleeping; I had to leave you there. We keep dancing around the elephant that follows us everywhere we go, but eventually, we will have to tackle him. I am leaving, but I don’t want to go. I’m not ready to leave without knowing more about what I’m leaving behind. 
 
   Every morning I wake, and you are the first thing that comes to mind. For the first time in three years, I think of something other than how to get through another day without Lily. For the first time in eight years, my heart calls for someone other than her. That first day, at the wedding, I was confused. By Saturday, I was thankful. My Lily would be so happy. One of the last things she said to me was, “Jonathan, try to let another woman into your life. There’ll be women who are interested. Give them a chance. I want you to be happy.”
 
   It killed me when she said it. It doesn’t hurt anymore. It’s like a gift she left me. You helped me unwrap that gift.
 
   You know, I’ll always love Lily. I don’t think I need to tell you that. There is a part of my heart that has her irrevocably etched upon it, but she’s left the rest for you. I keep wondering if you can share a heart with someone else. Will knowing that her memories are always with me bother you? I can see how they could.
 
   I’ve spent most of my children’s lives working hard to instill a love and understanding of who their mother is in them. Bryson remembers so much more than I ever imagined he would. He talks about things that I didn’t remember and thought he created in his own imagination and then later find that someone else knew or remembers. Date night. The last one was when he was two. He said Trevor, but I think he actually remembers—but how?
 
   I am leaving on Monday. I’ve tried to talk myself out of going a dozen times an hour, but I can’t do it. I have a job, responsibilities to the company and my children. They have friends, school, and a life in Atlanta. Will you call and talk to me? Will you send me emails and letters? Will we ever have a chance or is this distance going to destroy something that is becoming much more cherished than anything I’ve ever dreamed of.
 
   Cara, I loved my wife. I still love my wife. But, if current feelings are to be trusted, I’m becoming more attached and attracted to you than I’ve ever been to anyone. It is terrifying and wonderful. It is a gift and yet, thanks to the distance, feels like a curse. 
 
   I stare at these pages, and I am so tempted to toss them in the garbage. Will you read them as the desperate longings of a grieving and foolish man? Will I kill any chance of whatever it is we hope to accomplish by this amazing week we’ve had? Will you call me and tell me you’ve made a huge mistake and you never want to see me again?
 
   Is it arrogant to admit that I can’t see you doing it? Is it proof of my infernal optimism (that Lily sometimes despised) that I have no doubt as to your mutual feelings? I haven’t doubted since that first afternoon, and yet I feel like I should. It seems unnatural to be so certain—so full of myself. But I am. I can see in your eyes, the way you reach for me, the way you flirt with me. We have something unique and, forgive the pathetic sappiness of the word, precious. I can’t risk losing it, and I can’t commit to keeping it. What will we do?
 
   How can I ensure that you ARE Cara mia?
 
   Jonafan
 
   She dropped the pages in her lap, stunned. For a man who avoided vocal conversation, he sure could unburden his heart when he wanted to.
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730296]Chapter Eight
 
   The doorbell was the last thing Cara expected the following morning. She wrapped her robe around her tighter, cinched the sash, and glanced in the fridge to make sure she had syrup in the house. Her nearest neighbor had a habit of running out mid waffle making. However, her neighbor wasn’t at the door. She opened it, prepared to force the impatience from her face with a smile, to find Jonathan standing there.
 
   “What—”
 
   Smiling, he held up a bakery box and a grocery sack. “I come bearing coffee, fruit, and muffins. I was up, the kids were off with Mom, so I thought; why not come now and take you to work?”
 
   “Oh!” She didn’t know what to say. Feeling very disheveled with her hair wet and unbrushed, wearing a ratty old bathrobe, and bare toes, Cara welcomed him into the house, absently tugging her hair as she did.
 
   He fixed them plates and carried them to the couch where she sat with her Bible open to the passage du jour. “Where are you today?” One glance and he grinned. “Still in Solomon, eh? That’s my favorite chapter.”
 
   “Oh, be quiet. No one should be so chipper this early in the morning.” Her acceptance of his proffered coffee, though less than gracious, was more than comical. Cara curled up in the corner of her couch, clutching the cup as though her lifeline to reality. With a roll of her eyes that she knew many found charming on the rare times they saw it, she sighed. “I do not look adorable. My hair’s a drippy mess, I’m covered by the rattiest thing I own—”
 
   “Which you love—”
 
   “Which I love,” she agreed, continuing without a pause. “I have no idea what I’m wearing to work today, and you on the other hand…” The eyes rolled again, bringing another satisfied smile to Jonathan’s face. “Look too good for your, no my, own good.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Jonathan passed a toothpick and pointed at the plate. “Eat.”
 
   “You’re so eloquent when you want to be. From one word, I can deduce that you’re afraid I’ll try to subsist on Slim-Fast today, so you’re going to ensure I eat more. That’s really impressive.”
 
   The smirk on Jonathan’s face couldn’t be interpreted as anything less than utter satisfaction. Frustrated, she stabbed honeydew melon, a red grape, and strawberry with her toothpick and ate them in one bite. Her attempt at mockery failed as the flavors tantalized her taste buds. A soft sigh of pleasure escaped as she stabbed the watermelon left on her plate.
 
   “Good?”
 
   “You know you are.” She winked at his laughter. There was something very comfortable about a quiet breakfast with Jonathan. “Do you know what I realized last night? I mean, I think I knew it but had never put it into words—even in thought.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re not like most people who don’t talk. I mean, I’ve met people who took time to formulate their thoughts, spoke little but had a lot to say when they did. I’ve met people who didn’t like to talk and didn’t like to listen to others talk either, and of course I’ve met people whose mouths run like ticker tape during a bull market—kind of like me this morning. However, I’ve never met anyone who was all of those and more. You just let people know, by your demeanor, what you want. I know if you’re feeling like talking, if you want to listen, or, if it’s one of those times that you really just need to be with someone but aren’t up to hearing, much less listening.”
 
   “And you’re one of the very few people who know the difference between hearing and listening. You also,” he added with a hint of wonder in his voice, “know how to read people better than most. It isn’t that I do better at communicating my preferences—it’s that you are especially in tune to them.”
 
   “But, then why don’t I notice when other people do or don’t want me to talk? It’s not me, it’s you.”
 
   After his ears turned bright red, he sipped a bit of coffee, and took a bite of his own muffin; Jonathan glanced at her once more. “If it’s me, it’s because you are somehow in tune with me, not because I do a better job of projecting my preferences.”
 
   “For example,” she continued, trying to prove her point, “right now, you don’t want to talk, but you do have something to say so you’re saying it. You’d rather not listen to me prattle on about my observations, and you don’t want to correct or agree with me. You just want a quiet breakfast enjoying my company, which,” she added with a smile, “I find highly flattering.”
 
   “Why couldn’t I have met you about thirty years ago?”
 
   “Because I wasn’t born yet and if I remember ages correctly, you weren’t either.”
 
   “You’re wrong,” he protested. “I was old enough to have another sibling thirty years ago.”
 
   She glanced at him curiously. “I thought you were twenty-nine.”
 
   “Almost thirty-one. Mom always mixes Russ and my birth years.”
 
   “No wonder, I thought you were older but she said you were younger.” Another bite of muffin disappeared while she worked to formulate her thoughts perfectly. “As much as I would love to have known you that long, I couldn’t have stood to see you marry Lily, and I wouldn’t have had it any other way, so I think…” she insisted, smiling, “I’m quite happy things have worked out the way they are.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t you change it?” He thought he knew the answer, but Jonathan wanted to hear it anyway.
 
   “Because then there’d be no intuitive Bryson or precocious Riley. I love those kids already.” She shook her head at the question he didn’t ask. “Don’t ask me that. I can’t handle sharing that part of me yet.”
 
   “So, can I ask if you read a letter last night?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Is it shredded?”
 
   “It is tied in a blue ribbon and kept in my treasures drawer,” she said with deliberate dreamy affectation.
 
   She stood, taking a final swig of coffee, and hurried into the kitchen. She’d never get ready fast enough with Jonathan sitting on her couch waiting. Usually she spent her mornings reading the Word, praying, and then leisurely fixing her hair and applying her cosmetics while she considered what she felt like wearing. Today she wanted to rush and finish so she could have the extra half hour with Jonathan.
 
   “You look agitated.”
 
   “I don’t know what I’m wearing, I still have to get ready, and I’d rather sit here and carry on one of our silent conversations rather than go up those stairs right now.”
 
   “How difficult is it to grab something—oh, wait,” Jonathan grinned like the Cheshire cat. “You’re a woman. Go fiddle with your hair and do whatever it is you do to show it off to best advantage. I’ll go dig through that closet of yours and find something to keep you from getting fired for indecent exposure.”
 
   He started to follow her to the back bedroom, but she turned and pushed him back with her hand on his chest. “Nuh uh. Upstairs. That room is my ‘dress up’ closet. Upstairs holds my casual and work clothes. Just make sure it’s not too hot.”
 
   “Which kind?”
 
   “The one that’ll make me turn red before you whistle,” she retorted, pointing at the stairs once more.
 
   “Too late,” he muttered in a stage whisper. “I’d whistle at that robe if I wasn’t afraid of the repercussions.”
 
   “As well you should be,” she countered. “Re-concussions too.”
 
   Smiling at her sharp repartee, Jonathan climbed the stairs two at a time, trying to remember what women in finance at his company generally wore. He wasn’t prepared for the sight of her closet. Winter clothes hung covered in plastic to protect from dust, but a wide variety of outfits hung on hangers and lay folded on shelves while on the other side, jeans, t-shirts, casual skirts, and sundresses made a much more colorful and eclectic looking mixture. For the first time in his life, he understood having a closet full of clothes and nothing to wear. If all women stared at their options uncertain what to pair together, it was no wonder they came up empty handed.
 
   A buttery chiffon skirt that looked like the foxglove flowers in his mother’s “English cottage” flower garden caught his attention. Immediately, he grabbed it. She’d knock ‘em dead. He nearly laughed aloud. Who was he kidding? She’d knock him dead. Before he could change his mind, he grabbed a blouse and a short-sleeved blazer, and hurried downstairs. What was he thinking, volunteering to shuffle through her closets like this? Was he out of his mind? That question he could answer. He’d lost it somewhere between a dance at the wedding and a walk in the park. He knew that if he found it, he’d find his heart there with it.
 
   “Okay, here you go. I’m hanging them on the door knob and off to clean up our mess.”
 
   A few minutes later, as Jonathan put a hard-boiled egg, a few cubes of cheese, and a few grapes in a small plastic container, Cara hurried from the bathroom, dug through the shoe closet for a moment, and hopped into the kitchen on one foot as she slipped the other into her shoe. “What—what are you doing?”
 
   “Snack. You had a lot of carbohydrates. I thought you could use some protein.”
 
   “You would think of that.” Cara shook her head as she leaned against the counter to steady herself while sliding her foot into the other shoe. “I always think I’ll bring something but I don’t. Better skip the egg. I’ll make a mess peeling it.”
 
   “Already peeled and ready to go. There’s a zip lock baggie with ice in it to keep everything cool.” He checked his watch. “Time to get you to the office before they take away your lunch break for tardiness.”
 
   As the car pulled onto the loop, Jonathan gave Cara a sideways glance. “So…you going to tell me what you really did with that letter?”
 
   “You want to know; you go home and find it. Dare you to find it before you have to leave to pick me up.” 
 
   Several miles passed before he exited the freeway and crawled through the business district with the rest of Rockland’s workforce. During those minutes, they each challenged the other, sometimes accepting, others rejecting. He pulled up to the curb in front of the double doors and laid his hand on her arm as she reached for the handle. 
 
   “But—”
 
   He jumped from the car. Half the office walked through the doors in the twenty seconds it took him to open her door, offer his hand, and then stand there; gazing into her eyes before he gave her the slow smile he knew sent her heart racing. Leaning close, he whispered into her ear. “One o’clock. I’ll be waiting.”
 
   “You do know everyone will assume you’re kissing me.” Her words were meant to rebuke, but her smile, the gleam in her eyes, and the light pressure of her palm against his chest did anything but reproach.
 
   “As I would be if I thought I could get away with it.”
 
   “Who says you wouldn’t?”
 
   Jonathan’s eyes bored into hers. “I say. I know my limits, and I think we both know I had to bar that door day one and for good reason.”
 
   “Can’t blame a girl for trying.”
 
   “I’d be sorry if you didn’t. Have a good morning.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Carly waited for her in her office. “Okay, girl, I want to hear every word—that is one killer skirt. Where’d you get it?”
 
   “Skirt, Mom, word… get me a dictionary and pull up a chair. This is going to be one very long, boring bedtime story.”
 
   Cara gave her friend and coworker a quick smile as she set her laptop bag onto her desk, stowed way her purse, and raced to Tina’s desk for the list of morning calls and appointments. Carly didn’t leave. Instead, she sank into the chair usually reserved for Derek, crossed her legs, leaned back, and drummed her fingers on the arm.
 
   “I’m waiting.”
 
   “For what?” Why Cara bothered stalling, she didn’t know; it wouldn’t work. She hadn’t come prepared to discuss her relationship with Jonathan—such as it was. She needed time to determine how much information she cared to share and what wasn’t up for discussion.
 
   “Half the office is buzzing. First the lunch dates, then the rose, now he’s practically seducing you in the parking lot…”
 
   “Oh, give me a break, he was just telling me he’d see me later. You guys turn everything into such a huge—”
 
   “It looked like some serious kissing to me.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I told him,” Cara retorted smugly. “I can’t wait to tell him I was right.”
 
   “I’ll bet you can’t. Who is he, where’d you meet, how often have you seen him, and when’s the wedding?”
 
   Ticking off each item on her fingers like a reminder list, Cara answered quickly. “Jonathan Lyman, at Julia’s wedding, every day for lunch and dinner since Sunday, and he’s going back to Atlanta on Monday, so I think you can scratch maid of honor off your to-do list for this year.”
 
   “Atlanta?” Cara almost felt sorry for her friend. Carly looked crushed. “But you guys look so cute together.”
 
   “It’s not going anywhere, Carly. It can’t. We’re just enjoying this week while we have it before we both return to our normal and very distant busy lives.”
 
   “Maybe you guys could fly back and forth on weekends—meet in Chicago or Pittsburg for dates. New York even.”
 
   “He has two children, Carly. He can’t go rushing off to places unknown for the adventure of it, even if I could afford it. We’re just becoming friends, and I’m pretty sure he wants to keep it that way.” She had a stroke of genius as she spoke. “When I told him everyone would think we were kissing, he told me he decided the first day we wouldn’t have that kind of relationship.” 
 
   So the truth of his words didn’t match the meaning of them in this particular context. Cara was desperate to appease her friend and stop the grilling before Carly forced her to confess her feelings or lie. She settled for honest words without revealing the why. Surely, the deception was understandable in the circumstances. She could tell Carly about it later when it wouldn’t hurt so much.
 
   “No weekend visits?”
 
   “Nope.” She tried to keep her disappointment from showing.
 
   “No long chats on the phone at night after work?”
 
   “Nope.” Cara almost laughed at the idea of long chats with Jonathan over anything.
 
   “No romantic dates, chocolate, flowers, or expensive jewelry ‘just because?’”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Before Carly could ask another question, Tina knocked on Cara’s door, opening it as she did. “Sorry, but these just came and I don’t have room for them on my desk until you’re done…” An enormous bouquet of lavender roses filled the doorway.
 
   “No flowers, huh…” Carly reached for the card, snatched it, and put it behind her back. “You tell me the truth, girl, or I’m going to read this before you.”
 
   “You wouldn’t.”
 
   “No, but I want you to pretend I would and spill it.” 
 
   Tina took her cue and slipped from the room, closing the door behind her. Cara held out her hand with the bossy air that she exuded when people in the office didn’t do their jobs to Cara’s satisfaction. “Give. Me. The card.”
 
   “Not until you tell me the truth.”
 
   “Carly, every word I’ve told you is absolute truth. I’ve not told you everything, no, but everything I have told you is one hundred percent true.”
 
   “Even the bit about not having a romantic relationship with you?”
 
   “He specifically said this morning that he decided he wasn’t going to let himself go there.”
 
   “He’s already there, Cara. Look at those roses. I bet this card—” 
 
   Resigned, Carly passed the card to her, and Cara absorbed every word before rolling her eyes and passing it back. “Read it.” Cara knew Carly would never rest until she knew everything, and when Jonathan left, she’d need someone who understood.
 
   “‘Did you know flowers have their own language?’ What’s that about?”
 
   Without a word, Cara pulled her laptop from the case, flipped open the lid and plugged it in as it booted. “It’s, well, it’s Jonathan. He doesn’t talk much, so it’s kind of a private joke and a puzzle all in one.” She called up Google as she spoke muttering, “Language, flowers, Victorian…that should do it…come on…there. Rose…rose…”
 
   Carly hurried to hover behind Cara’s chair, trying to see the screen. “There. Rose.”
 
   “Red… true love. Yellow… dying love or platonic love…”
 
   “Glad he didn’t give you those—”
 
   “There. Lavender. Oh!” Cara’s face flushed. She shouldn’t have told Carly what Jonathan meant.
 
   “Well, I was bummed about the no red thing, but now I’m thinking lavender is better. Love at first sight! What’s this ‘not that kind of relationship’ business!”
 
   “Will you keep it down?” Cara glanced at the door. She slowly closed her laptop and sank back into the chair. “Okay, so I wasn’t honest about the context of what he said.”
 
   “I knew it. He was kissing you.”
 
   “No, and he won’t kiss me, Carly, but only because both of us know it’s a bomb waiting to blow up on us.”
 
   “I so don’t get it. What are you talking about? Bomb?”
 
   Sometimes, Cara wondered how her best friend could be so dense. “We’ve been highly attracted to each other since I walked down that aisle. Did you know his daughter thought I was the bride? It’s like electricity and magnetism all rolled into one whenever we’re together. We don’t touch—almost at all—and it’s smart. We shouldn’t. We just—we—we shouldn’t.”
 
   “You’re falling in love with him.”
 
   “I’ve already hit the ground,” Cara moaned.
 
   “He’s obviously there, too.”
 
   “Yes, but what good is it? He lives there, I live here, and neither of us is going to uproot ourselves for some serious chemistry.”
 
   Dragging the chair around the desk, Carly seated herself in front of Cara and took her friend’s hands. “You’ve been single ever since I’ve known you. You walked into this office single and honestly, I was convinced you’d walk out on your retirement day just as single.”
 
   “I date—”
 
   “If it’s a work date. Don’t give me that garbage. You haven’t been interested in a man in the three years I’ve known you.” She held up her hand. “I’m not finished with you. Look at those roses. Look at what he said. He’s putting himself out there. He didn’t have to send these to this office. He could have sent just one with that note. He didn’t have to make his appearances so public, and he didn’t have to make himself so obvious to the world, but he did.”
 
   “So where are you going with this?”
 
   “Do not let this man go.” She closed her eyes and shook her head at Cara’s attempted interruption. “I’m not saying don’t let him get on the plane—”
 
   “Train.”
 
   “Train. Whatever. I’m saying have a message on his answering machine, an email in his inbox, and a call while he’s traveling. Send pictures of you guys and work for this.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you’re in love with this guy and that’s a gift from the Lord Himself. You’d be the biggest, most arrogant fool of all times to throw it back and say, ‘Sorry, Lord, it’s too inconvenient and way too much work. I’ll do without, thank you very much.’”
 
   “Carly?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   Carly pulled a rose from the vase and rubbed it lightly against her dark skin. “I know.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730297]Chapter Nine
 
   “The park again?”
 
   “Too repetitive?” Jonathan pulled sandwiches from a brown paper bag with the name of Rockland’s best deli stamped across it lengthwise.
 
   “Actually, I like it. This was my favorite place, and it gets tiresome trying to outdo yourself all the time.” She peeked in her wrapper. “Pastrami! How did you know?”
 
   “My mom knows your pastor who knows your mom so they made some calls and voilà.” 
 
   She stared at the wrapped sandwich, her mouth nearly watering with anticipation and then at her skirt in dread. “I make such a mess…”
 
   “Close your eyes. Don’t open them until I tell you.” He waited for her to close her eyes and pulled something else from the bag.
 
   Cara felt something slip over her head and prayed it wasn’t a bib. It was humiliating enough that she still left half her sandwich on her person before she finished eating but a bib would just be too much. He gently pulled her hair away from her neck and then smoothed it as the waves fell between her shoulder blades. He draped it around her and fumbled with something before she felt him pull the item close, giving it away.
 
   “It’s an apron.”
 
   “Surprise!”
 
   “How’d you know?” she demanded as she glanced down at the baker’s apron covering her. Tony’s Deli was stamped on it in block letters that matched the bag on the bench between them.
 
   “Your mom said not to go to the deli. She didn’t want your clothes ruined, so I promised to bring a towel.”
 
   “This isn’t a towel.”
 
   He shrugged and took a large bite of his turkey and Swiss. “Sue me,” he quipped before concentrating his attention on his sandwich.
 
   A few minutes passed as they ate their meals and sipped the bottles of soda he’d purchased. Shaking off her nerves, Cara laughed at the curious glances he gave her, rolled up the sandwich wrappings, and stuffed them in the bag. “So, the office is buzzing about an ostentatious display of affection that arrived this morning.”
 
   “Ostentatious,” Jonathan echoed as he took a swig of Pepsi. “That’s an ominous word.”
 
   “Well, along with this display was this note with a hint to what the display might mean.”
 
   “Oh, really?” 
 
   Cara’s eyes slid sideways to try to catch his thoughts. “I looked up the significance of this display and…” She hesitated. “Why so many? There has to be three dozen roses in that thing.”
 
   “I didn’t want to leave any doubt.”
 
   “That’s what Carly said.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   Cara jumped to her feet, gathered their trash, and beckoned him to follow. As they walked the small pathways of the little park, she told him of her conversation with Carly, what Carly thought it all meant, and finally of Carly’s insistence that she do everything in her power to keep Jonathan close—even when he was far away from her. As she finished, she returned to the bench, sat down, and laid her arm along the back of the bench, resting her head in her hand.
 
   “Will you do it?”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   Pinching the bridge of his nose with his fingers, Jonathan visibly struggled to speak clearly. “Will you fight—like she said?”
 
   “To a point, probably.”
 
   “What point?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I just know that as much as I’m not ready to see this—whatever this is—end, I’m not willing to risk having my heart ripped out either.”
 
   “Oh, Cara mia, I woudn’t,” Jonathan insisted.
 
   “Not deliberately, no. No, you wouldn’t.”
 
   Thoughts flew between them faster than words ever could have. As they sat on the bench beneath a Japanese maple tree, they “discussed” Jonathan’s letter, Carly’s observations, and studiously avoided even thinking about the rapidity in which the days flew by them. Cara opened her mouth to say something aloud when Jonathan’s phone rang.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Hello?” He smiled at the sound of Riley’s voice. “Yes, she got the flowers. Yes, she liked them. Yes, you can talk to her.” He passed the phone to her. “Riley wants to talk to you.”
 
   “You told her?”
 
   “We picked them out together yesterday. I had a hard time steering her away from the yellow and the white.”
 
   Turning all of her attention to Riley in the delightfully infuriating way she had, Cara took the phone and leaned away from him. “Hello, Riley. I hear you went flower shopping yesterday.” The eager little girl told about the daisies, the orchids, and the sunflowers she saw but assured Cara that they hadn’t considered anything but the roses. 
 
   “Well, I think you chose perfectly. They’re exactly what I would have hoped for if I had thought to hope. You did a very good job not giving away the surprise last night…”
 
   As Cara talked with his children, Jonathan listened amazed. Her ease, her genuine interest, and the way she gave them her full attention without concern for how he’d see that endeared her further. She sounded delighted one minute, sympathetic the next, and even her mild rebuke was as gentle as a summer shower. Who wouldn’t fall in love with a woman like that? 
 
   A minute later, she heard him greet Bryson. An impatient sigh on his part proved that she wasn’t completely oblivious to his presence. She giggled and told Bryson, “Your father is being a very impatient man. I think you should tell me all about your sand pile at home so he can practice sharing his friends, don’t you?”
 
   Whatever Bryson said made her flush a little and wink at Jonathan. “Well, you are a very self-less boy!” A look of dismay flooded her face and she hurried to explain. “No, sweetheart, self-less. It means that you are not selfish, but it does sound a little like selfish, doesn’t it? Okay, well, I’ll go spend time with your daddy, but only because you’re such a thoughtful little boy. I’m very proud of you for sharing. Goodbye, sweetie and I’ll see you as soon as I can, okay?” She passed the phone back to Jonathan, crossed her arms over her chest, and threw him a look that challenged him to top that one.
 
   “Son, what if I call Shelly and see if she’ll come and you three can go with us on our date? We’ll make a challenge of it. Sound good?” The smirk on Jonathan’s face was priceless. “I’ll tell Cara that you’re coming and that you think I share very nicely. I’ll tell her those exact words, son. Bye now.”
 
   With a decided snap, the phone lay silent in his hands. Man and woman stood facing each other just inches apart. Cara’s arms were still crossed, one hip cocked as though amused but slightly bored. Jonathan, on the other hand, leaned one arm against a tree and let his hand rest in his pocket. He watched her grow self-conscious as she appraised him. Too soon for Jonathan’s taste, Cara lowered her eyes. He, on the other hand, couldn’t drag his eyes from her. Time froze long enough for him to enjoy gazing at her again—uninterrupted.
 
   “I guess you have to go back,” he eventually whispered.
 
   With an impatient toss of her hair from her face, Cara returned his gaze and nodded. “I guess.”
 
   Jonathan brushed a stray tendril from her forehead and smoothed it into place. “Cara mia, your hair alone could be the death of me.”
 
   “What are we, Romeo and Juliet? I was just about to tell you that if you keep looking at me like that, I’m going to forget to breathe.”
 
   He turned her shoulders gently and untied the apron, slipping it over her head without mussing her hair again. Rolling it carefully, he handed it to her. “Let’s not do the tragic hero thing, okay? I’d rather do the fairytale ‘happily ever after’ thing. It just sounds more…” He paused searching for the right word.
 
   “Realistic? I never thought I’d say fairytales are realistic, but in comparison with dying for love, I’d say so.”
 
   “If I died, I’d want you to live—live a long life—and find someone wonderful who could make you happy.” Even as he spoke, Jonathan realized what his wife had felt in her last weeks. “I guess that’s what Lily was trying to share.”
 
   “That’s good,” Cara quipped. “Because I don’t plan on suicide if you are so foolish as to off yourself.”
 
   Their steps dragged through the park trails as they wandered toward Jonathan’s car side by side, hands nearly touching but never quite connecting. Just as they crossed the stretch of grass that separated the parking lot from the paths, Jonathan glanced at her curiously. “Ostentatious, huh?”
 
   “It’s the first word that came to mind, okay! I loved the flowers, I adored that you bought so many. Think me self-centered, but I happen to love a little pampering and that was right up my alley. I may not be high maintenance in the gift department, but that doesn’t mean I don’t love to be spoiled as much as the next woman.”
 
   “Ostentatious though. Interesting.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   When Cara arrived back at work, Carly waited in her office with “reports” that turned out to be little more than memos. “So, where’d you go?”
 
   “Just to the park. There’s this cool little place a few blocks from here. I’d never seen it before the other day, but it’s amazing. Trees, trails, benches…”
 
   “What’d he bring you?”
 
   Cara sighed. This was it. The moment she answered, Carly would buy bridal magazines and order fabric swatches. “Pastrami.”
 
   “Did you tell him?” A smile grew as Carly spoke. “In the short time you’ve had to get to know each other, did you actually tell him your favorite sandwich?” She stared at Cara’s outfit. “There’s not a mustard spot anywhere.”
 
   “He brought me an apron and no, I didn’t tell him. Mom did.”
 
   “He’s met your mom!” Carly frowned. “Right. He came yesterday when she brought your outfit. Forgot.”
 
   The office buzzing ceased. The general low toned discussions ended, no one swiveled in a chair, printed anything, or clacked a computer keyboard. The room sat as if frozen, waiting to hear more. Cara, tired of the drama, shook her head, rolled her eyes, and strode purposefully toward the door and opened it.
 
   “Hear ye, hear ye. Will everyone give me their full attention?” She glanced around the room, waiting for a few heads to rise above the cubicles. “Yes, I am seeing someone—” A cheer rose from the room, interrupting her. She waved her hands to silence them and continued. “His name is Jonathan, he lives in Atlanta, and he’s here, with his two children, until Monday. Then he’s going home and I don’t know when or if I’ll ever see him again.”
 
   A collective murmur of disappointment touched her deeply. Cara smiled through unexpected tears of gratitude for the interest shown in her life, her happiness, and herself as a person. “He sent me that huge bunch of roses today and yes, I swooned. That was kind of his goal and it worked. And yes,” she continued, knowing rumors had already made the office rounds, “he chose lavender for a reason. Apparently they mean love at first sight.” She took a deep breath. “I can’t tell you what it means to me that you’re all so invested in my happiness. I can see the desire to tease…” she gave the youngest male in the room a pointed look. “… the prayers of dear friends…” she smiled gratefully at Carly. “… the curiosity, the hope and the joy in so many of you. I appreciate it. I don’t know if this’ll go anywhere. It won’t be easy with us hundreds and hundreds of miles apart but—” She swallowed, realizing she’d just made up her mind. “I do plan to give it everything I’ve got. Even if he wasn’t more than worth it, and he is, his kids certainly are.”
 
   Without another word, she did an about face to return to her office, but an exuberant round of applause stopped her. The room, filled with standing, clapping co-workers, couldn’t have made her feel any better if they’d tried. “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   Carly started to return to her office but Derek stepped from his and beckoned her. “Can I see you a moment?”
 
   With an inward groan that could have deafened the room had it been audible, Cara followed him into his immaculate office. “Yes?”
 
   “Shut the door.”
 
   A sense of dread swept over her. What had she done? Was he upset about her announcement? They kept a well-disciplined but still casual air in the office. Everyone worked hard, but unlike a library or classroom, the employees felt free to joke, call across the room with a question, or tease a fellow coworker about a mistake. Perhaps he thought it inappropriate for the assistant CFO to mingle so casually with the rest of the finance office.
 
   “Um… did I—”
 
   “You like this man.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “More than you thought yesterday, I presume?” The lack of accusation in his words brought welcome relief.
 
   “He pretty much laid his heart at my feet last night, but we don’t know each other well enough to make the huge changes in our lives that we’d have to if we wanted to be together on a regular basis.”
 
   “What a jumbled mess of nothingness. I swear people don’t take any kind of reasonable or unreasonable risks anymore.” At her shocked expression, he hastened to add. “Not that I’m complaining. That’s why I called you in here. If it turns out that you want to go to Atlanta to be with him, I can get you in the finance department of the southeastern corporate offices opening there. It’d be a step down…” He watched her carefully to see if she balked. “I mean, the CFO gets to pick his own assistant since they’re being groomed for Comptroller after all, but I could definitely get you into Chan’s position down there if you wanted. Just say the word and I’ll call Wes Marley and get the ball rolling.”
 
   Overwhelming temptation washed over her. Yes, she’d make a little less money, but being hired as a CFO’s assistant right out of college had been an extremely unusual situation. She’d interviewed with Chan for Chan’s position and impressed Derek so thoroughly that he’d hired her on the spot. Her salary was twice what she’d hoped for, and while not wealthy, compared to her contemporaries, she did quite well for herself.
 
   “I can’t. You do not know how badly I want to throw my arms around you, thank you from the bottom of my heart, and beg you to make that call, but I can’t. I can’t uproot my entire life, leave my dream job, and move almost a thousand miles away—where I only know one person— just in case I might fall in love with him.”
 
   “Might?”
 
   “Okay, might stay in love with him. If the offer is still good in a year or so, I might ask, but I don’t expect it.” She rested her hands on his desk and deliberately met his eyes. “The fact that you offered means so much to me though. I really appreciate it.”
 
   “I can’t say I’m sorry you said no.”
 
   “Good,” she retorted as she left his office. “I wouldn’t want to discover you were eager to get rid of me.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730298]Chapter Ten
 
   Fairy lights lit the Chesterfield Greenhouse, sending Riley and Shelly into rhapsodies over their date. Cara didn’t know they’d opened the maze at night, but Jonathan assured her that their food would be delicious and he’d discovered that for the month of May, instead of a mystery dinner, they offered a scavenger hunt through the maze. They were free to stop and eat when they reached the middle dining area and continue before they left, but if they managed to find everything on their list before they left or before closing time, they had prize baskets from area merchants. Cara considered it a brilliant advertising move. It didn’t cost the greenhouse anything extra, the businesses wrote off their prizes and got new customers, and the patrons loved the hunt. She wondered exactly what Jonathan thought of it, but his voice interrupted her thoughts.
 
   “Okay. This is how this works. You’re going to start in that corner, and we’re going to start here.” Jonathan spoke primarily to his children, but his words were clearly meant for Shelly. “Your radio is for help. If you even feel a tiny bit uncomfortable, call for help immediately. When you get to the dining area, call my phone if we’re not there yet.”
 
   Cara zipped a silent question to him and then smiled. “The first one to get all the things on their list wins. If you guys beat us, you can go with us tomorrow to pick up the prizes you have to get from the stores. If you don’t beat us, we get to go by ourselves.”
 
   “On your mark,” Shelly’s desire to win almost radiated from her.
 
   “Get set?” Cara loved a challenge.
 
   “Go!” Riley clearly loved to tell everyone what to do.
 
   Just inside the archway leading to their corner of the maze, Cara grabbed Jonathan’s hand, jerking him to a stop. “Okay, I need to know before I start this, do you want to win or are you giving your kids an advantage so they can come?”
 
   “Competitive?”
 
   “You’re wasting valuable time with stupid questions like that. Answer my question.”
 
   “My mom has a trip to the renaissance faire planned for tomorrow. She won’t like it—”
 
   He didn’t have a chance to finish. Cara tore through the maze, stopping at every remotely hidden item, scanning the list to see if they needed it. “Yep. Competitive,” he muttered without any attempt to disguise his delight.
 
   Their mesh sack filled rapidly. Before they reached the center of the maze, she had crossed off over half the items on their list. Jonathan protested that he felt utterly useless. Before he could glance at the shrubbery after a new turn in the maze, she’d have it in the bag and spot three more. Though she tried to give him a chance to find something, the drive to win overrode all other intentions. Meanwhile, Jonathan laughed at her frustration of finding things and then having to return them to their place after realizing it wasn’t on their list. 
 
   After she dropped one near the base of the hedge, he laughed. “You’re helping them.”
 
   “We’re bigger… we can see better.”
 
   He shook his head. “They’re lower to the ground. They will see it better.”
 
   “Two-thirds of the list done—oh, and there’s the dining area. Do you know what Shelly wants to eat?”
 
   He flipped open his phone, punched Shelly’s number, and handed it to Cara. Smiling at his obvious need for her to handle the meals, Cara read the menu to Shelly and patiently reread several sections until the girl decided on grilled shrimp and scallops. Cara handed the phone back to him, smiling. “Okay, rib eye it is. Let’s order. I’m starving.”
 
   “I thought she wanted shrimp.”
 
   “No, that’s what I thought you were getting.” She smiled at the question in his eyes. “I know you better than you give me credit for.”
 
   Once again, they sat simply enjoying each other’s presence without benefit of words. The waiter hovered, obviously fascinated by the air of tranquility around them. After several awkward attempts to provide a higher level of service, he bent low and asked Jonathan quietly, “Is there anything I can do for you, sir?”
 
   “No, thank you, we’re having a delightful time.”
 
   “Well,” the young man looked at them doubtfully, “if you’re sure.”
 
   Cara beckoned him to her side and whispered into his ear. “We aren’t having an argument, the atmosphere is lovely, and this bread is divine. Trust me when I say that sometimes we just like to be together.”
 
   Before he could respond, Riley burst from the maze opposite them, laughing. “Daddy! We found ten things!”
 
   Cara exclaimed excitedly over their list while Jonathan observed. She asked about how difficult the other side was, assured them that their side had been very easy, and pointed at things on the list she’d seen. “See that toy hammer? Our list doesn’t have it, but I saw two. And the shell. It’s almost in the middle of the walk!”
 
   Bryson seemed to think his father had been left out of the conversation. “What did you order us, Daddy? Did they have chicken strips?” 
 
   “Yes. And they had macaroni and cheese too,” Jonathan added for Riley’s benefit.
 
   “Generic! That’s my favorite!” Riley’s eagerness was vocalized across the dining area, causing the other diners to glance their way, amused.
 
   By now, Jonathan looked ready to be swallowed by the earth. Cara raised her eyebrows. “Generic?”
 
   “Riley doesn’t care for name brand mac & cheese like most normal humans. She thinks it’s ‘too cheesy’. She prefers the generic.” Jonathan’s tone seemed to indicate that this was a sore subject with him.
 
   “Well,” she began, searching for a safe response, “that’s unique, anyway.”
 
   Oblivious to her father’s lack of amusement in the mac & cheese department, Riley trained innocent eyes on her and said, “Miss Cara…”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Why don’t you have a husband?”
 
   The panicked look on Jonathan’s face nearly made Cara choke on her salad. “Well, one reason is that nobody has ever asked me.”
 
   “So if my daddy asked you to marry him, you would?” The child’s face lit up with burgeoning excitement. She turned to her father, jaw open and ready to suggest, but Jonathan interrupted. 
 
   “Riley, do you think marriage is a grown up discussion or a child discussion?”
 
   Dejected, she said in the most heart-wrenchingly mournful voice imaginable, “Grown-up.” Her face brightened after Jonathan foolishly assumed he’d stopped the conversation and took a bite of his shrimp. “But she would be a good mommy. Maybe it should be a child ‘scussion because childs know about mommies and mens don’t.”
 
   Jonathan’s groan sounded deceptively like he appreciated the fine flavors of his shrimp. Cara, on the other hand, choked on her crouton. She coughed, wheezed, turned red and then purple before Jonathan realized she wasn’t laughing. Just before she collapsed, he managed to pound it out of her. She sank wearily into the chair, gasping for air and reaching for her drink.
 
   Throughout the meal, Cara felt Shelly’s eyes on her. The girl watched with obvious fascination as she and Jonathan interacted with her, with the children, and of course, with each other. Did Shelly know Lily well? From the curiosity in the girl’s eyes, Cara suspected that she had. Furthermore, she also suspected that Shelly also noted how very different she and Lily Lyman were.
 
   When Riley and Bryson grew antsy, Shelly spoke up. “Are you guys done? If we go now, we get a head start on them.” She gave Bryson and Riley eager looks designed to make them want to leave. “Jon, can you get me a box to go?”
 
   He nodded and watched as his children disappeared before turning to Cara. “Are you okay?”
 
   She nodded weakly. “I will be.”
 
   “The things you’ll go through to avoid answering a simple question…”
 
   An impish gleam flitted across her eyes and, she winced as she murmured, “The things you’ll put me through to avoid putting your arms around me. Have you never heard of the Heimlich maneuver?”
 
   “That’s what you were doing throwing your chest at the chair back. I thought you were hacking so hard it forced it. I was trying to keep you from breaking a rib.” He picked at the squash on his plate. “I don’t know the Heimlich but if it means putting my arms around you…”
 
   “They’re going to get ahead,” she rasped.
 
   He signaled for a waiter, requested a box, and when it arrived, put Shelly’s leftovers in it, and settled it at the bottom of the scavenger bag. With one last sip to soothe Cara’s raw throat, they hurried off to find the remaining items.
 
   As they neared the end of the list, it became easier to remember each of the items and pass by the ones they knew they didn’t need. Cara left a hairpin lying on the ground, but snagged a rubber band hanging from a bush. The lemon dropped into the bag, but the orange never left its nesting place in the shrubbery. Cara wasn’t as alert this time, and twice, they found themselves backtracking when they came to a dead end.
 
   Much to their relief, they arrived at the entrance to that side of the maze in record time and with every item on their list. Excited, Cara screeched, “We did it!” before clutching her throat at the pain and the sound of her voice. 
 
   Instantly, Jonathan took charge in a way that showed her the kind of man he must be at work. He found her a seat, requested water, and stood over her as she drank it. The hostess asked if Cara was alright and Jonathan assured the woman that she would be fine. As if conversation was his greatest passion, Jonathan told, with great animation, the story of his daughter’s faux pas and Cara’s attempt at death by crouton. For several minutes, they laughed, joked, and had he not kept one hand on her shoulder; Cara would have concluded that he’d forgotten all about her.
 
   A couple exited from the center archway, eager to have their list approved, and the hostess hurried to assist them. Jonathan sank wearily onto the bench beside her. “You doing okay?”
 
   She nodded. Then, as she watched the energy drain from him nearly visibly, she realized what he’d done. “You are amazing,” she rasped, her voice making her sound like an emphysema patient.
 
   “Please don’t talk. It sounds so painful. I just knew she’d keep talking to you, and you’re too nice to remind her it hurts.” He shrugged at her questioning gaze. “You’d keep talking to make her comfortable.”
 
   “So, instead, you made yourself miserable to protect me,” she whispered. Somehow, it hurt less to whisper. “That was so sweet.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “Ever the gentleman.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   As they pulled into the guest parking spot nearest her door, Cara started to ask why they’d taken the children home before he drove her back to Westbury, but he shushed her. Actually, after he’d been forced to stop at a local twenty-four hour convenience store to get her some water, she’d stopped all attempts at discussion. At her home, however, Jonathan turned off the car, pocketed the keys, and gripped the steering wheel as though playing an arcade game and the high score loomed ahead—almost in his grasp.
 
   He didn’t want to talk. He wanted her to tell him everything would be all right. He wanted her to tell him stories about lemonade stands, reading to elderly relatives, and school programs where she’d embarrassed herself. What he didn’t want was the silent reminder that his daughter had made her first attempts at matchmaking, and because of it, Cara now sat beside him unable to verbally acknowledge anything he said. If he wanted conversation, he now must speak.
 
   “I’m sorry about Riley.”
 
   “I’m not.” The words were so quiet; he hardly heard them.
 
   “We’re working on appropriate topics but she’s precocious, she’s stubborn, and she has many more hours per day with a woman who thinks children should be allowed to freely express their thoughts and emotions than she has with her father. Guess whose words carry more weight?”
 
   She started to reassure him, but he stopped her. “It’s my turn to read your thoughts and speak them for you. Thank you for understanding, but that’s not my only problem.” The sensation of seeing her thoughts and being the one to vocalize them fascinated him. It seemed almost a mirror of their previous dates, her raw throat now turning the tables on them. “I want you to know that I wasn’t upset about the topic itself. I just didn’t think it an appropriate topic for a child. She spoke what I’ve wondered all week.”
 
   Her lashes dropped and Cara suddenly took great interest in the rim of her water bottle. Jonathan, grateful for the light of the street lamp, watched for the color that he knew would fill her cheeks. “There it is. I knew that blush would come. Look, you know I think your friend Laban was a fool, but seriously, is every man in Rockland blind and stupid?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   At the sound of her scratchy voice, he held up his hand. “Don’t. I want you fine tomorrow, and you won’t be if you keep talking. Maybe I should go.”
 
   She grabbed his sleeve and shook her head. Glancing around the car, she looked for something to use for paper. Finally, in the glove compartment, she grabbed a stack of napkins and dug through her purse for a pen. Inside, she found her shopping list pad and grinned as she scrawled, Even better.
 
   Writing swiftly, and somewhat illegibly, she put her thoughts down on the pad and passed it to him. I just want to be here. Remember at the maze when the waiter thought we were upset and I told him sometimes we just like to BE together? That. Don’t go.
 
   As each minute ticked past, they relaxed. He watched as she remembered what had prompted her to try to speak and picked up her pen and wrote, You asked if the men in this town were blind and stupid and I said “maybe.” I wasn’t trying to be arrogant. I heard a devotional in high school. I was at one of those area youth rallies and the speaker said that one of the best things he’d ever learned was to pray that the Lord would blind those who might be attracted to him but were wrong for him. That has been my deepest prayer since Jacob dumped me. I just didn’t want to go through that again.
 
   His eyes looked nearly tormented by the desire to comfort her. “I wish—”
 
   Her fingers scrawled out another message. I should go in. I’m making this worse. You are doing the right thing, Jonathan. For both of us. Don’t second guess yourself. She shoved it in his line of view before pulling it back and adding, Thank you for an incredible evening—again. I’ll see you when you get here tomorrow. His eyes spoke for him, bemoaning the coming hours and prompting her to snatch the notepad back once more. I know. Me too.
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730299]Chapter Eleven
 
   “I think that’s it. Are there any others?” Jonathan glanced at her list.
 
   “Just the silver pendant from Memories Jewelry.”
 
   “What an inane name. Honestly, why bother though? It’s just going to be some kind of cheap trinket.”
 
   “Well,” Cara didn’t understand why he cared. “It’s supposed to be sterling silver, so, while inexpensive; I don’t see how you can call it cheap. They have to hope for a return for reaching a single person. That’s expensive advertising. I know there’s word of mouth and everything but still…” She pointed to the street sign, unaware of his lack of interest.
 
   “Would you wear it?” Jonathan expected it to be a pure waste of time.
 
   “If I liked it, sure. Why wouldn’t I?”
 
   He shrugged and turned down the street. “Tiffany & Co.,” he remarked as they passed the famous store. “Now that’s a jeweler.”
 
   “One that doesn’t need this kind of advertisement. Give Memories a chance. Not everyone—rather, most of us, can’t afford a place like Tiffany’s.”
 
   After a moment of silence, Jonathan shook his head. “Ignore me. I’m a jewelry snob.”
 
   The store proved to be a quiet, tasteful place set among Rockland’s most charming old buildings. The curved display windows, awning covered entryway, and the soft sounds of Mozart greeted them as they stepped through the door. For all their inferiority to Tiffany & Co., this store had done its market research and had created a delightful shopping ambiance. 
 
   Cara, completely in her element, waited for a salesperson to finish with a customer and then smiled broadly. “I just love your store! I’ve never been in here before, but I won this gift basket last night at Chesterfield Greenhouse and had to stop in and see what you have to offer.” Smiling, she slid the coupon across the cherry wood trimmed counters.
 
   “Oh, excellent. We’ve only had one of those redeemed, and we couldn’t decide if people weren’t interested or if it is harder to complete the hunt than we anticipated.”
 
   He excused himself, disappearing into the back, and Cara glanced around the room. Across the room, examining a tray of something very closely, Jonathan seemed oblivious to everything around him. As she took a few steps closer, her eyes widened. The tray of jewelry displayed a dozen or more rings. Very large diamond rings. She couldn’t think of a single reason for him to look at them—none—and yet he stood there, closely examining them through a jeweler’s loupe.
 
   A crazy swirl of thoughts invaded her mind until she grew dizzy. Why would he examine women’s diamond rings, unless… She blinked. Of course he’s not looking for rings like that, Cara! Her mind argued back with a sarcastic edge to it, Because he likes spending a fortune on jewelry no one in his family can wear. He’s probably buying for Riley in twenty years. A new thought crossed her mind, and though a little overwhelming, it made her feel a little giddy. Maybe he’s just window shopping for the future… Mentally, she laughed at her flight of fancy and glanced toward the doorway where her salesperson had disappeared.
 
   The gentleman returned with a black glossy box stamped with Memories in silver on the cover. “Here you go. Congratulations on winning. May I show you our new bracelet collection or perhaps earrings? We’re hoping to give winners a glimpse of our merchandise before they leave, but if you’re in a rush...”
 
   She glanced over to Jonathan and saw him still wrapped up in his examination of a ring. “Looks like I have time. I don’t tend to wear bracelets, but they’re easier to try on and admire. Why don’t you try to convince me that I need one?”
 
   Between moments of admiring a bangle here, a rope of gold and stones there, and knowing she’d never let herself purchase any of it, Cara surreptitiously watched Jonathan as he examined one ring repeatedly and then slid a credit card across the counter. Her inner jaw dropped to her knees as she watched the sales clerk insert the ring into a traditional jeweler’s ring box, wrap it carefully, and place it inside a small, glossy black, round “hat box.” A silver cord served as a handle, but Jonathan didn’t seem to notice. He signed without a second glance at the box, pocketed his card and receipt carefully, and carried the box to where Cara admired aquamarines on platinum.
 
   “That is attractive. I would have imagined you’d look best in yellow gold, but that platinum is beautiful.”
 
   “Is it platinum or white gold though?”
 
   “Platinum.” The salesman and Jonathan spoke in unison.
 
   “Your gentleman knows his jewelry,” the man said as he accepted the bracelet from her and replaced it on the display piece.
 
   “Apparently. Are you ready?”
 
   Outside, Jonathan shook the little hatbox. “I feel stupid carrying this thing. Can you put it in your purse? Do you mind going with me to my favorite jeweler? I want him to redesign this.”
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   “The Vault, over on Waterbrook.” Jonathan looked uncomfortable as he walked through the streets to the parking garage. “Can I ask you to hold onto your purse carefully? I should have had them deliver it for me.”
 
   “We can go back and ask…”
 
   “No, I’m being paranoid. I was mugged once coming out of a jewelry store, so I tend to be a bit ridiculous. We’re far enough away and no one is following us.”
 
   “And you’d know this how?”
 
   He shrugged and turned into the garage, punching the up button on the elevator. “I’ve gotten cautious as well.”
 
   By now, Cara’s former notions had returned unbidden. She didn’t want to know what he was doing if it was supposed to be a surprise, but not asking would be ridiculous. He knew she knew he purchased something, and taking her with him to the other jeweler’s meant he didn’t intend to hide it from her. She needed to get a grip and ask.
 
   “So what’d you buy and why are you having it reset?”
 
   “Oh, man,” Jonathan began, coming alive in a way she’d never imagined. For a man who spoke little—though often said much without words—he had no hesitation on this topic. “I was glancing at what they had. Honestly, I didn’t expect to see much. And there it was—this amazing ring with three of the best looking diamonds I’ve seen in a long time. They’re gorgeous! I hate the setting, but I want those stones, so I’m having it reset.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Jonathan, in the throes of a new acquisition, didn’t seem to notice Cara’s confusion. He had obviously never considered that shopping in a jewelry store with a woman you’ve shown blatant interest in might possibly be construed as anything but normal. The fact that he bought a large and expensive diamond ring while shopping with said woman didn’t register a need to explain his purpose in purchasing.
 
   “It’s a good investment. Those stones in the right setting will be worth double or triple what I paid. As it is, I think the stones alone are worth more than I paid. Hadley will tell me though.”
 
   They drove in their customary silence, Cara in thought about what he could possibly mean. Traffic clogged the streets, making a ten-minute drive take nearly twice that long, but Jonathan acted as if he didn’t notice. Cara watched stores, businesses, and even a small residential area crawl by as she sat gazing out the window lost in thought.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t mind? I can just run it in if you’d rather—”
 
   “I want to see what you’re doing, if it’s okay. Sounds fascinating.”
 
   They strolled into The Vault and waited in a showroom for someone to greet them. Now Cara understood Jonathan’s disdain for a place like Memories. They’d entered a place quite unlike the average jewelry store—forget that, unlike the average upscale jewelry store. No one in her family would ever enter this kind of place, and the woman who strolled toward them had a look on her face that offered proof of exactly why.
 
   “May we help you?” Her expression clearly added, “Out the door.”
 
   “Would you please tell Hadley that Jonathan Lyman is here to see him?”
 
   “I’m afraid he doesn’t accept visitors without an appointment.” Again, the woman’s face distinctly insisted that they didn’t belong there, and she wanted them gone.
 
   “He’ll accept me.” Cara’s jaw nearly dropped at the cool way Jonathan dismissed the woman’s snobbery with a clear air of superiority.
 
   “Just a moment. Perhaps my manager can explain.”
 
   She disappeared once more, leaving Cara flushed with embarrassment and anger. “Come on, Jonathan, let’s go. This is mortifying.”
 
   “I’m not leaving now, but if you’re uncomfortable, perhaps Starbucks on the corner…”
 
   Before she could reply, a man wearing a battered golfer’s cap, a shirt with sleeves rolled above the elbows, baggy slacks held up by suspenders, covered by an apron hurried through the door. “Jonathan! I overheard Celine talking to Mark. He’ll take care of her—”
 
   “I hope so. She was incredibly rude and made my friend feel very unwelcome.”
 
   “Mark’ll handle it. Come in, I want to see what you’ve brought me.”
 
   Taking Cara’s arm, Jonathan gently steered her behind the door and into Hadley’s office. Cara wanted to sink into the floor at the poisonous look the saleswoman threw her through the glass walls of Mark’s office. “Now how’d you know I had something for you?”
 
   “Do you ever stop by to chat about the Warriors or your golf score?”
 
   “Oh, you wound me, Hadley.” To Cara, he smiled and asked for the box. “I went in to Memories in the Row to pick up a prize and found this.” He pushed the box across the table and waited.
 
   “Nice packaging.”
 
   “It’s actually a nicer store than I’d anticipated. A lot of run-of-the-mill junk, a few good pieces, and then that.”
 
   As Hadley pulled the ring from the box, the man nodded eagerly. “I see what you mean. May I ask—”
 
   “Eight.”
 
   Cara asked to see the ring. She’d given up trying to understand his errand and chose just to go along for the ride. However, she hadn’t expected the ring to be as truly ugly as it was. Jonathan laughed at the way she tried not to comment on it.
 
   “It’s okay, Cara. I don’t like it either.”
 
   “It’s truly hideous! You paid eight hundred for that?”
 
   “Thousand, Cara—and I feel like I robbed them.”
 
   “You did. As is, I wouldn’t have sold it for less than ten in another store—twelve here,” Hadley interjected. “Do you want a ring…” He eyed Cara curiously.
 
   “Doesn’t matter. I just want a better setting—platinum, I think, and I want to give them their best stage.” Once more, Jonathan became oblivious to Cara’s presence, which amused her highly.
 
   “Well, I ask because I can see…” As he spoke, Hadley sketched a pendant that Cara could see would be breathtaking. “What do you think?”
 
   “What would be the final value do you think?”
 
   “Twenty. Easily. Maybe twenty-two.”
 
   “What would the work cost me?” Jonathan, despite his obvious affection for the sloppy looking man, remained all business.”
 
   “Five.”
 
   “I’ll take it. Shall I pay—”
 
   “I’ll invoice when I send it. Same address?” Again, he looked at Cara curiously.
 
   This time, Jonathan noticed and his ears grew red. “Oh, Hadley, Cara, I’m sorry. May I introduce Cara Laas? Cara, this is my dear friend, Hadley.”
 
   “Hadley what?” She asked, smiling at him.
 
   “I don’t know.” Jonathan looked at the wrinkled old man curiously. “I never thought to ask.”
 
   “Folks just call me Hadley. I don’t remember if it’s first, last, or middle,” he insisted. “I don’t think I’d answer to anything else.”
 
   “I’ve known Hadley since I was in elementary school. Aunt Grace shops in here from time to time, and she brought me once. After that, I came whenever I could.”
 
   “He was the perfect visitor. He’d come into my workroom, sit on a stool, and watch. He’d sit there for hours without saying a word and then, bam! Out of nowhere he’d ask one of the most intelligent questions anyone could ask. I tried to get him to become a designer/gemologist but no, he insisted on going into Grace’s company.”
 
   “Uncle Weston could ensure I’d be able to afford to own, not just play with your rocks, Hadley. It was a no-brainer for me.” Jonathan glanced sideways at Cara and then asked his next question. “I have a few pieces I’m sure I’ll be parting with. Can I send pictures and get your opinion on sales versus reset?”
 
   “Happy to do it, boy.” Ignoring him, Hadley looked at Cara. “So, what’s your favorite stone, Cara?”
 
   She thought for a moment and then shrugged. “I don’t remember what it’s called but it’s—”
 
   The moment she said, “I don’t know” the gentleman hurried from the room. “What did I say?”
 
   “He’s getting his collection. He has a perfect cut of every stone that he keeps in the vault. He likes to use it when helping people design a piece.”
 
   Hadley returned before she could ask more. “Okay, little lady, let’s talk gems.” He rolled out a jeweler’s roll with dozens of little pockets. From each pocket, using his specialized tweezers, he pulled a stone and placed it on a tray. “If you know it’s not your favorite, tell me and I’ll put it back.”
 
   For what seemed like forever, he pulled stone after stone from their little pockets, held them under the table light, turning to show each beautiful facet, and then laid them in the tray or returned them to the pocket at her word. Purple garnets, blue diamonds, orange diamonds, green sapphires, and emeralds came and went, leaving only a clear white diamond and an aquamarine that Hadley confessed wasn’t top quality but he adored the color.
 
   “That’s it. Aquamarine. I love diamonds, of course; what woman doesn’t? But that aquamarine—it looks like that gorgeous bracelet at Memories.”
 
   “That was a beautiful design. I could see the stones were decent quality—I wouldn’t buy them, but they weren’t inferior.”
 
   “Where is this Memories anyway?” Hadley looked intrigued.
 
   They talked for a few minutes before Jonathan stood and excused them. “I promised her a day of fun, and here I am conducting business. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Oh, no! I’m having a wonderful time. I learned more about gems than I’d ever imagined. They’re absolutely breathtaking, Hadley, and thanks for the education. I now can speak of inclusions and dispersions and sound like I know what I’m talking about.”
 
   Cara waited until they were seated in Jonathan’s car before she spoke. Covering his hand with hers, Cara said, “Wait. What just happened in there? You bought a ring, which is the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen, I might add, and then pay nearly what you paid for it—too much in my opinion—to have it reset. Why?”
 
   “Investment. Part of my retirement portfolio is invested in jewels. If the market crashes, gold, jewels, and things like that will still have some value on the market. There is always someone who wants precious stones and metals, so it’s a good diversification, especially since it’s a passion of mine.”
 
   She blinked. “You invest in jewelry.”
 
   “I could just do stones and metals, but jewelry is prettier and more interesting. Also, thanks to poor settings and cuttings, you can really get good bargains on stones. Like today’s. I feel almost guilty about that.”
 
   “You feel guilty why? I can’t tell if what I think I was hearing is what I heard or not. I’m in finance. I’m not stupid, but you guys were almost talking a different language.”
 
   “I bought three diamonds for eight thousand dollars. Those diamonds happened to be set in a very lousy piece of white gold and in an inferior and ugly setting. Hadley will take that gold, sell it for scrap, giving me credit toward the platinum he’s going to use in the new setting, and then he’ll recut the diamonds, polish, etcetera, and set them into his new design.”
 
   She stared at him. “Okay…”
 
   “Okay, simple terms. I bought twelve thousand dollars in diamonds for eight thousand dollars. An inferior cut and setting made them appear, to a careless eye, to be less valuable than they were. So, walking out the door, my profit was already four thousand dollars, less taxes. However, by spending that initial profit plus another thousand, I’ll double the profit on them instead of just half it. Does that make sense?”
 
   “He said twenty two thousand when all is done?” Cara couldn’t figure how thirteen thousand increased to twenty-two was doubling his profit.
 
   “Yes, the right setting can increase the value of raw stones, and Hadley’s designs are highly sought after.”
 
   “But you are essentially spending thirteen thousand, minus taxes, for twenty-two thousand.”
 
   “You’re right, it’s not doubling in actual value, but because of the collectability of Hadley’s work, I know I can easily get four to six thousand more for it than Hadley’s appraisal. He considers it unethical to add in the increase his following would bring since it directly affects him.”
 
   “So, you just spent thirteen thousand dollars, but if you go to sell it next year, you’d have a clear profit of another thirteen thousand?”
 
   “At least, yes.”
 
   She had to ask. “And will you sell it?”
 
   “If I get the right offer, definitely. Jewelry has little sentimental value for me. It’s an investment, like art or horses.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of that. How interesting.” She wanted to ask. Oh, how she wanted to ask just how much jewelry he owned, but she didn’t.
 
   Jonathan saw her hesitation and added, “I have an extensive collection. I try to keep one third of my salary for investments, and one third of my investments are in jewelry.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730300]Chapter Twelve
 
   “What should I wear? Casual, dressy, somewhere in between?” Cara called down the hallway as she hurried to change for their date. She coughed and went for a drink of water. The rasp in her throat had been gone all day, but calling out seemed to aggravate it again.
 
   “Maybe middle. Not RMC worthy but not grungy jeans.”
 
   She skittled back down the hall, hurried upstairs, and closed her door behind her. Jonathan sank into the corner of her couch, his hand thrown back over his eyes and his body completely relaxed. Minutes later, as he felt the couch sink in beside him; he opened them in eager anticipation of what she’d be wearing this time.
 
   Cara grinned. “Baseball t-shirt and cut off sweats maybe?”
 
   “Um…” He wasn’t sure what to say. She looked adorable, but it wasn’t exactly appropriate for the restaurant he’d chosen.
 
   “I don’t want to go out.”
 
   “You don’t?” Jonathan’s eyes roamed her features, trying to see if she didn’t want to go out as in leave or if she didn’t want to go out with him.
 
   “We’ve been all over the place this week and it’s been great, but…”
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize but, of course, you’ve had to get up and go to work, and I get to sleep in and play with kids in between our dates—”
 
   “As I was saying,” she winked, “I want to find the cheesiest movie on TV, order pizza and carbsticks, and just veg and be with you.”
 
   “You don’t want me to go?”
 
   “Nope. You do have to take off your shoes though. You can’t veg with shoes on.” Cara reached for the phone. “What do you like on your pizza?”
 
   “Everything but pineapple and anchovies, but—”
 
   She waved her hand at him and punched the number from her speed dial. “I’d like to make an order for delivery, please. Yes.” He listened as she gave her address, telephone number, and then his eyes widened as she ordered the pizza. “I’d like a pizza with pineapple and Canadian bacon…” she winked at him, “on one half and the works on the other. No anchovies or pineapple with the works. Right. One order of double cheesy breadsticks and a two liter bottle of root beer.”
 
   As she pocketed her phone, Cara laughed. “You really didn’t think I’d order what you expressly said you didn’t want, did you?”
 
   “Well…”
 
   She grabbed the remote, flipped the channel to the guide, and scrolled through the options until she froze the screen. “Look! Better Off Dead is on in twelve minutes! That’s a perfect stupid movie. I was hoping for Ferris Bueller but—”
 
   “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   “Don’t you love to veg to a really stupid movie where if you don’t follow it, who cares?”
 
   “I’ve never done it.” He wasn’t sure he wanted to do it either. It sounded tedious at best, but she’d been a sport about his side trip to Hadley’s, and he could endure an hour and a half of idiocy as a thank-you.
 
   Tossing him a pillow, Cara curled up on her end of the overstuffed floral couch and rested her head against the arm. “Wake me up when it starts. Don’t let me miss the opening. It’s my favorite.”
 
   When would he stop being surprised by her absolute ease with him? He knew she had chameleon properties, but he wondered if she was as thoroughly adaptable to all circumstances or if somehow she felt the odd connection too. The saleswoman at The Vault had prompted the only true display of discomfort that he’d seen from her—aside from comparing herself with Lily. Why would Cara care about what a ridiculously insecure woman did to prove her superiority? It didn’t make sense.
 
   “I was caught off guard, and I refuse to do business with places that employ people who are so rude and thoughtless.”
 
   “How—”
 
   “I’ve been waiting to answer the question I knew you’d have. I just didn’t feel it until now.” She laughed at the incredulous look on his face. “Okay, so I took a gamble. I knew you’d be confused about me being bothered by something so trivial, but you hadn’t had a chance for it to hit you yet. I just realized you finally could think about it so…”
 
   “That’s even more amazing than sensing it.”
 
   “I’m good.”
 
   All around them, Cara’s clocks ticked the last few minutes until the hour. Second hands made their steady rhythmic clicks as they circled the face of the clock while minute hands slid slowly, minute after minute, toward the top, until familiar Westminster chimes heralded the hour. All the way down the hall, he could hear the cuckoo of Cara’s favorite little clock
 
   Cara didn’t move. He watched for a moment and then nudged her knee with his toe. “It’s six o’clock.”
 
   “Mmm hmm.”
 
   “You said to wake you up. The movie is about to start.” He clicked the remote and waited for sound to attack them from the speakers, but silence reigned. 
 
   “I keep it on mute. Hit the button. I hate having the sound blast you.”
 
   “I didn’t think you were awake. I was hoping for the alarm clock effect.”
 
   She grinned and twisted to get more comfortable as the opening music began. “No way. I was just waiting to see if you’d wake me up or not.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I?”
 
   “Some guys wouldn’t. Especially if the movie didn’t interest them and they could get away without turning it on.”
 
   There truly was little else that Jonathan could think about that interested him less at that particular moment than watching a stupid teen movie from the eighties. However, he hadn’t banked on the difference between simply watching a movie, and watching a movie with Cara. She laughed, mocked, threw imaginary popcorn, and swooned over John Cusack as her idea of the perfect teen heartthrob. Jonathan didn’t know whether to be relieved or concerned, but he soon decided that she’d given him one of the most relaxing and enjoyable evenings of his life. By the time Lane had his first race against the Asians, Jonathan had become engrossed.
 
   Their pizza preferences couldn’t have been more opposite. Cara piled the pineapple from half of ‘her’ slices onto the slices she ate and relished the combination of flavors while Jonathan looked on utterly disgusted—almost shuddering at the sight of fruit on pizza. Cara stared at his plate and asked, “How can you taste anything? It’s just a bundle of homogenous flavors.”
 
   The movie ended, the guy got the girl, but Jonathan’s and Cara’s ninety-seven minute escape from the reality of his rapidly approaching departure disappeared with the credits. Smiling weakly, Cara whispered the classic line, “I want my two dollars” as if it made any sense.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   All around him, clocks ticked like little bombs waiting to explode. He thought if he heard another second hand shift, he’d lose what little sanity he’d clung to for the past hour. He didn’t want to leave, he couldn’t stay, and Cara maddeningly seemed oblivious.
 
   “Can I ask an irrelevant, premature, and very rude question?”
 
   After an hour of silence, Jonathan’s question seemed to startle her. “Well, um—of course.”
 
   “Could you ever choose a man over your clocks?”
 
   She started to laugh but a glance at Jonathan choked it. “Are you serious?”
 
   “I don’t think I could sit in my living room night after night and hear the crazy ticks of clocks without losing my mind.”
 
   “Because we’re sitting here now going insane with repressed chemistry or because you truly hate clocks?”
 
   Jonathan groaned. “Because I had this picture of cuddling with my wife in our living room while talking about our days and I couldn’t hear what she said because clocks were counting down until they all exploded in unison in my brain.”
 
   “Oh, good.” She wiped her brow in dramatic exaggeration. “For a minute, I thought you were serious but then I heard you say talking about your day.”
 
   He didn’t laugh. He watched as she looked for the familiar twinkle in his eye, a twitch of the lip, or the inability to meet her gaze, but he returned her gaze without flinching. He didn’t communicate via thought, expression, or word. He simply looked.
 
   “Are you serious? My clocks bother you that much?”
 
   “They do right now.” Misery flooded him. “It’s rude and insensitive of me but—”
 
   Cara sighed. “But they bother you.”
 
   He nodded. “A lot more than I realized.”
 
   “Are you saying I have to choose you or my clocks?” Her expression told him she considered the notion absurd.
 
   “Not exactly. I mean, they’re just clocks. I—I don’t know what I was asking. Maybe I should go.”
 
   Cara stared at him in abject shock. “You’re kidding me. I’ve spent a week investing in getting to know you because I knew we had something going between us, and you’re ‘dumping’ me over my clocks. This is ridiculous!” She jumped to her feet, ranting about the ludicrosity, which Jonathan was fairly certain wasn’t a word, of falling in love with a man who lives hundreds of miles away in a sterile environment. “Me! I can’t believe I did this,” she shouted to no one in particular and then reached for her water bottle as her voice cracked on the last word.
 
   “Cara mia…” the earnestness, the blatant affection in Jonathan’s voice might normally have melted some important organ or another, but in the midst of Cara’s raving, it vanished.
 
   “Don’t you Cara mia or youa or any otheruh me. I’m mad.” 
 
   She stalked into one of the bedrooms down the hall and returned with a box. All around the room, she gathered clocks. The mantle clock she said she’d found at a little antique store in Fairbury, the mini clocks made from pewter and studded with marcasite, and the porcelain beauties that, according to her raving commentary, she’d found on every one of her childhood vacations all piled in the box willy-nilly. Jonathan watched in horror for a minute before he rushed to stop her.
 
   “No, Cara. Don’t. You’re going to break something precious to you—”
 
   “Apparently, I have to choose preciousnesses. I chose you. Aren’t you proud?”
 
   “Stop.”
 
   She ranted for a dozen or two more seconds before she whirled and glared at him. “Did you just order me to stop?”
 
   “I just gave you the equivalent of a verbal slap. I don’t strike women, but you are hysterical, and I had to do the next best thing.”
 
   “Hysterical! I’ll show you hysterical! It’s hysterical that I spent a week falling for a guy that is obviously not who I thought he was. Hysterical!”
 
   With that, she collapsed into her favorite chair, clutching an embroidered pillow and nearly tearing it with frustration. Before he could move toward her, she threw the pillow at his legs, laughing sheepishly. “Sorry. I think I’m a bit out of it today. Mom would say, ‘high strung.’”
 
   “I think we both are.”
 
   He knelt beside her, hesitated, took her hand in his, covered it with his other hand, and just held it. For several minutes, they didn’t move, didn’t speak, breathing only when their lungs demanded it. At last, Jonathan’s voice rasped, “I don’t want to go, Cara.”
 
   “I don’t want you to go either.”
 
   “There’s tomorrow…”
 
   She groaned. “I forgot. Mom wants me to bring you, and if you can, your children, to church with me and then to their house for Sunday dinner.”
 
   Jonathan sighed. “I want to meet them—well your father—and see your mother again, I do. I just hoped to spend some time with you tomorrow…” He pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to find words that wouldn’t offend. “We have so little time on Monday—just the trip to the station.”
 
   “We’ll have most of the afternoon and all evening. It’s not the same as all day, but it’s more than we’ve had each day this week…”
 
   “But you said Sunday dinner… we can’t just eat and run…”
 
   Laughing, Cara shook her head. “Sorry, you don’t know my mom. Southern thing. Dinner is lunch. Supper is dinner. Monday through Saturday, we eat dinner last meal of the day, but on Sunday, it’s the meal after church.” She stared at him. “You live in Atlanta. You should know this.”
 
   “Will they be offended if I don’t bring the children?”
 
   “Of course not, but why not?”
 
   He sighed. “My children become very attached to people very quickly. I think it may have something to do with not having a mother around. Just from the forty-nine or so seconds I had with your mother, and all you’ve said about your father, I know my children will love them. I try to avoid allowing them to make unnecessary or premature attachments. Does that make sense?”
 
   “Will you want to spend another day apart from them?”
 
   “My parents are spending all of their time immersing them in our family. I’ll take them to breakfast, drop them off at Sunday school, and then come over to Westbury Community—that’s where you go, right? Vince Lanzo’s church?”
 
   “Vince would slug you for that—or at least preach for an hour or two.”
 
   “Dinner with your parents?”
 
   She smiled. “A walk in the park afterward?”
 
   “Supper somewhere quiet?” At her nod, Jonathan whispered, “See you in the morning. I’ve got to go.”
 
   Cara squeezed his hand before she let him go. “You’re coming back—even after I flipped out on you?”
 
   “You’re letting me come back—even after I insulted your collection?”
 
   Laughing, she pulled herself to her feet and walked him to the door. “A match made in heaven.”
 
   Jonathan walked halfway to his car and turned around, jogging back to her door. He unlocked the door and peeked his head inside, calling into the darkness that already enshrouded the living room, “This match would almost be heaven, Cara mia.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730301]Chapter Thirteen
 
   Whispers around them made Jonathan and Cara more than a little self-conscious that Sunday morning. The church at Westbury had always been a close-knit family. When their teens were abducted on the road to camp several years in a row, the church banded together to weep, pray for, search for, and help heal the emotional and spiritual scars. When one of their members lost her memory in an unexplained medical anomaly, they wept and prayed again. Seeing their most “commitment phobic” single woman sitting beside a strikingly handsome man, her parents beaming with joy, told them more than introductions ever could.
 
   Vince, their beloved pastor for over fifteen years, stood to announce their primary text for the morning when he caught sight of the source of the morning’s excitement. He stumbled through the passage, skipping several words and repeating others. Jonathan leaned down to ask Cara if something terrible had happened that week and started an unexpected chain of events. Vince broke down weeping as he watched the visitor show gentleness and attentiveness for one of his favorite people. Cara’s welcoming response intensified his emotional reaction.
 
   Seeing the familiar occurrence, the congregation smiled at their emotional shepherd. The elders came forward, one whispering something in his ear, and another led the congregation in a few of the more contemporary “devotional” songs often sung by the teens in their prayer times. 
 
   After the third round of singing Lamentations 3:22-24, Vince took his familiar place behind the pulpit, shrugged sheepishly, and grinned. “You know me too well to be surprised. When I see something that touches me, I weep. God is good—let’s open His Word and try again.”
 
   After the service, Cara turned to Jonathan hesitantly. “Okay, here’s the real question. Do you want me to introduce you to Vince or not?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I?”
 
   “You saw him,” she said, blushing again. “He’s already emotional about the fact that I came with a man. If I introduce you—”
 
   “I met him two years ago at a wedding in Brunswick. My friend, Nolan—”
 
   “But you’re here with me today. That’s tantamount to taking you home to meet the parents.”
 
   “I am going home to meet the parents, Cara,” Jonathan teased. “Let’s ‘meet’ the pastor too, shall we?”
 
   Vince’s eyes lit up, excitement shining in them. “Cara carina!”
 
   “Vince, you’ve met Jonathan Lyman I believe?”
 
   “You look familiar but I meet so many people…” Vince, in his typical, frank fashion, didn’t even try to hide his curiosity.
 
    “I met Jonathan at Julia’s wedding. We’ve spent most of the week together.” 
 
   Surprised to hear Cara volunteer information, Jonathan nevertheless stood a little straighter, squared his shoulders, and confidently returned Vince’s questioning gaze. “I believe the last time we met you were getting your picture taken by Nolan Burke’s photographer at his wedding.”
 
   Nodding, Vince now recognized the man standing before him. “You told Chuck Majors to stop tormenting a little boy. Something about kissing a girl…”
 
   “That was my son, and yes, I did let some idiot have it for—”
 
   “When it comes to Chuck, just his name explains the problem. So, where is your son today? Does your wife have weekend custody?”
 
   Mortified, Cara hurried to explain before Vince made an awkward moment worse, but Jonathan laid his hand on her shoulder, effectively silencing her. “My wife is with Jesus, and my children are at Rockland First Church with my parents this morning.”
 
   “Oh, I am grieved to hear that. Rejoicing for her, of course, but…”
 
   For the first time, Jonathan believed someone when they said they were grieved for him. He could fully believe that someone like Vince could both rejoice and grieve for another person so empathetically. “I work hard to help my children focus on the blessings of a mother no longer in pain, at the feet of Jesus, and waiting and praying for them.”
 
   “How long—”
 
   “Nearly three years.”
 
   The amused couple watched Vince process this time frame, calculate the odds that he was sufficiently through the grief process to be ready for another relationship, and come to an indeterminate conclusion. “Oops. I’d love to talk more, but Lisa’s giving me her evil eye, which means I’m being rude. So glad to meet you, and I hope to see you next week, Jonathan.”
 
   “I’m afraid that’s not possible. I go back to Atlanta in the morning, but it was great to be here and meet you. I appreciated your sermon this morning.”
 
   Cara nudged him toward his car, waving at Vince as they walked away. As she glanced back at him, her pastor held his fingers up to his ears in the universal “call me” sign. “Oh dear, I’ve opened a can of worms. Vince is telling me to call him.”
 
   He opened her door but stood close, preventing her from sitting. “Give him my number too.” He reached to brush away a tendril from her cheek, but pulled his hand back reluctantly. “He may need further reassurance.” At the look of frustration in Cara’s eyes, Jonathan smiled. “He’s doing his job, Cara. Be glad. Too many elders and pastors are detached from their people these days.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   While Cara and her mother put the finishing touches on “dinner,” Russ Lass tried to learn more about Jonathan. To no one’s surprise, least of all Russ’, a decided attempt at nonchalance ensured the most blatant grilling Jonathan had ever endured. From family, to education, to work experience, Jonathan good-naturedly answered every question, expounded where appropriate, and reassured the concerned father that, if in his power, Cara wouldn’t be hurt.
 
   “I sure wish you’d have brought your children. Cara is just in love with them; she’s told me so much about each of them,” Diane murmured wistfully after the prayer of thanksgiving for the meal.
 
   “Mom!” Cara’s face flushed miserably.
 
   Unusually oblivious to her daughter’s distress, Diane continued her rambling monologue. “Riley is quite a charmer, isn’t she? Cara says she is absolutely delightful. Oh, and Bryson! I hear he’s the most precocious child—very intuitive, according to Cara.”
 
   “Well,” Jonathan agreed, somewhat taken aback but definitely amused. “I think they’re wonderful, but they are my children. I can’t imagine anyone would expect me to think anything less of them.”
 
   “So what do you do in Atlanta, Jonathan?” Russ sounded determined to give Jonathan a break—by adding to his previous interrogation.
 
   “I’m the CCE—Chief Communications Executive of Delta Advertising in Atlanta.”
 
   “You’re one of those Lymans?” Diane’s eyes grew wide. “Are you the advertising genius nephew who is being groomed to take over as CEO when Weston Lyman retires?”
 
   “That would be me,” Jonathan admitted, “but I don’t think I can be expected to own to being a genius and still be expected to be taken seriously.”
 
   Even Cara was impressed. They’d never discussed his job in detail, but now she looked at him curiously. “I heard Wyngate Corp has a big meeting with your company in early July. Curtis Brighton is working up a new campaign for their west coast division.”
 
   “Curtis is good. I’ve never been disappointed in anything he’s done.”
 
   Russ listened, interested in Jonathan’s job. “Curtis works for you?”
 
   “No, he’s at the Rockland office. I’m in Atlanta. I’m getting my on the job training, so to speak.”
 
   “Just what does a Chief Communications whatever do?” Diane smiled as she refilled her glass.
 
   “Honestly, I’m a glorified marketer. It’s my job to make sure that we’re convincing clients to come to us in the first place.”
 
   “Do you like it?” Cara couldn’t imagine Jonathan in such an interactive position. He must spend hours talking on phones, to clients, to employees…
 
   “Actually, I do, and if it isn’t too arrogant, I’m good at it. I spent my childhood watching my uncle, and he’s the best in the business.”
 
   “Who are some of your most interesting clients? Anyone we know?” Diane was growing more fascinated every minute.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Laas. Professional courtesy demands that I keep the names of my clients confidential. To discuss them openly would be indiscreet at the very least.” He winked. “However, if you did a Google search for our company and added ‘client list,’ then whatever information came up there is not inappropriate for you to know. People cannot expect complete privacy when they are not as careful with their information as we are.”
 
   Jonathan spent the next hour discussing his church, his travel, and his disdain for airlines. It occurred to him that Cara had probably learned more about his daily life during the meal than she had all week, but he also knew she saw very little of his personhood. When he thought he couldn’t take another moment of conversation centered on himself, he caught Cara giving her father a silent plea for help. 
 
   Russ pushed out his chair and stood. “Well, Diane. We’d better get changed if we’re going for that walk in the park. I’m very glad to meet you, Jonathan. I only wish you lived closer.”
 
   “As do I, Mr. Laas.”
 
   After her parents left the room, Cara stood. “Do you have plans for us this afternoon?”
 
   “Not really. We have a few hours before dinner—or supper.” He winked. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Paddleboats on the lake. We could stop by my house, I’d change…” She glanced at him skeptically. “Then again…”
 
   “I have jeans and a shirt in my car.”
 
   In less than two hours, they paddled across Lake Danube, enjoying the warm spring afternoon. Cara sighed. “I love this lake. The island in the middle is so pretty to paddle around, and then there are the water skiers and the fishermen…” Cara’s voice drifted lazily around them as they peddled near the overhanging willow boughs.
 
   Their quiet camaraderie had returned somewhere between Cara’s home and Fairbury and continued as their feet pushed the pedals and Jonathan steered the rudder back and forth as he maneuvered around the little island. Trees rustling in the afternoon breeze, the occasional put-put of a small fishing boat coming in from the day’s catch, and the lapping of the water against the boat lulled Cara to sleep, causing her hat to slip off her head and into the lake.
 
   Jonathan slowly turned the boat around to retrieve the hat. Staying in the shade of the trees, he pedaled very slowly, allowing the undulations of the lake to rock her as she slept. The relief he felt at having no expectations on him for the moment nearly overwhelmed him. 
 
   He wanted nothing more than an hour to pedal, watch Cara sleep, and pray. He’d spent the week pouring out his questions to the Lord. Was he ready for a relationship at this point in his life? Was it right to marry a woman with no prior parenting experience and immediately saddle her with his children? Would she be willing to relocate? Were they being foolish? 
 
   However, now he poured out the innermost part of his heart to Jesus, acknowledging to himself for the first time his deepest hopes and desires. Lord, I need her. You made it so that man was not designed to be alone, and if I’ve learned anything in the past three—or almost—years it is how much I hate loneliness. He sighed and Cara stirred at the sound. How can I love someone I know so little, so deeply? How is that even possible? Almost from the first moment we spoke, I knew I’d have to be guarded with her. She intrigues me, Lord. His hands sought to touch her face, but he jerked them back again. I keep doing that. I keep reaching for her as though I have the right. I ache for that right. I want to bring her home and beg You, “She followed me home, Lord, can I keep her?”
 
   One of his rare moments of weeping began, despite his attempts to control it. It began softly—like a gentle, cleansing, summer sprinkle, but soon his tears fell faster, heavier. Stifled sobs shook him violently as he struggled to keep his grief and confusion from waking the first and last person with whom he wanted to share this horrible moment. Every second that ticked past seemed more and more unbearable.
 
   As though dropped from heaven to save him, Jonathan noticed the mini dock that jutted between two very close trees. When the breeze blew from the south, it would be completely hidden by the fluttering willow branches but now as it shifted southeast, he saw it and paddled swiftly toward it. He looped the anchor rope over a post and practically leapt from the little paddleboat, leaving it rocking in the water near the dock.
 
   With one last glance at Cara to be sure of her safety, he hurried across the dock, between the trees, to a small picnic area. The island appeared to be empty. He hadn’t expected to find anyone there with nothing anchored at the little dock, but relief washed over him nonetheless. He sank to the ground at the base of a willow tree, finally allowing full vent to his grief.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The deepest most mournful sound Cara had ever heard tugged, pulled, and finally dragged her from her soporific stupor. She blinked, as a child might when awakened suddenly by a strange noise, and glanced around her. What had woken her? Where was she? Where was Jonathan? 
 
   At that thought, Cara knew. He had tied her to the little dock on the island at Lake Danube, Jonathan was on land, and if the sounds she heard were as they seemed, he wrestled with grief. She started to go to him but hesitated. What if he needed to be alone? What if her being there became too embarrassing or too invasive of his personal… well, whatever the word was, what if she did it? 
 
   An anguished cry removed all dubiety. He needed someone, and since she was the only other person anywhere nearby, he’d have to settle for her. “Lord, don’t let him push me away. I really can’t stand the thought of losing him.” The words mocked her. She didn’t have him, she knew it, and here she prayed not to lose what she didn’t have. Madness.
 
   Through the trees, she followed the sounds of his mourning until she reached the spot where he sat curled into a child-like ball, his fists digging into his eyes as though he could stop the tears by sheer force. And, as she would a child, Cara sat next to him, grabbed his hands away from his face, wrapped her arms around him, and urged him to cry it out. “Just let go, Jonathan. Just let it go.”
 
   The irony of the situation didn’t escape her. For a week, they’d barely touched. Brief moments of fingers brushing against a face or a hand had been infrequent at most. He’d held her when she wept for his wife early in the week, but nearly every minute of their time had been chosen both for mutual enjoyment and to make physical contact unnecessary and whenever possible, difficult. The electrical chemistry between them had become almost visible and needed no encouragement.
 
   But now she sat, holding him as she’d dreamt of doing for the past six or seven days, touching his hair, his face—holding him, and yet with none of the emotions she’d expected to enjoy the next time they were close. Rather, she murmured comforting words, patted his back like she would her mother or a child, and marveled at the paradox that her life seemed to have become.
 
   “I’m sorry, Cara mia.” The endearment easily rolled off his tongue now. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Shh. Just cry it out. It’s only reasonable that you would.”
 
   “It’s not you—” he rasped between bouts of weeping. “I was lookin—”
 
   “Shh. Just cry it out. You can tell me later if you want.” Cara suspected the sternness in her tone would have amused him had he been able to analyze it. 
 
   For what seemed like hours, though not long at all, he allowed his full emotions to give way until he sat up, wiping at his eyes, sniffling like a child and giving Cara a weak smile. “I…”
 
   She let go of him and held up her hand. “Jonathan, listen to me. I don’t want to pretend that I understand what you’ve been through. We both know I don’t have a clue. However,” she added quickly as Jonathan started to interrupt, “I do know that any woman who expects a man who has watched his wife die of cancer to be ‘over’ it ever, is crazy.” She reached for his face. With one hand on each cheek, she stared deeply into his eyes for several seconds before she said, “Just please don’t shut me out.”
 
   He said nothing. Awkwardness grew with each passing second until Cara thought she’d ruined any chance at ever hearing from him again. Just as she dropped her hands and reconciled herself to it, knowing she had to be herself even if it wasn’t who he wanted in a woman, he whistled low. “Do you ever get tired of changing to fit the situation or mood? Don’t you ever want someone to ‘give’ for you?”
 
   “I am always me, Jonathan. You know that, right? I don’t pretend to be anyone but myself. What you see is what you get.”
 
   “But what do you get?” He seemed unable to comprehend a life where one’s happiness was keenest while making others around you comfortable.
 
   “I just got the best week of my life—bar none.” She winked. “And if I remember correctly, last night I chose what I wanted over what you planned. Don’t make me into some kind of selfless saint. I don’t fit that picture.”
 
   “Could have fooled me,” he muttered beneath his breath.
 
   “Just wait until I want something badly and the only way I can have it is to make you have to give up something you want and see how accommodating I am. I don’t always give. Sometimes I take.”
 
   “I just—” he struggled with something inside—something she couldn’t say or do for him. “I want to give and I don’t know how.”
 
   She gave him a weak smile. “Well, since about forty-five seconds ago I thought you were going to walk out of my life indefinitely, I’d say you just gave me everything I could want right now.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730302]Chapter Fourteen
 
   The train depot bustled with passengers boarding and disembarking trains. Cara, though a frequent visitor to Rockland’s travel hub, had never been to the depot corner and walked uncertainly toward the information counter in search of the proper platform. “I’m looking for the 12:05 to Atlanta.”
 
   “Platform nine and three-quarters,” the woman teased. 
 
   Cara, oblivious to popular children’s fiction, started to turn away and then spun on her heels. “What did you say?”
 
   “Platform nine, Miss.”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Jonathan settled their bags in their suite and hurried down the train steps again, slipping past travelers trying to board the train and apologizing as he got in their way or jostled them. “Mom, have you seen Cara?”
 
   “She said she’d be here and she will.” Mary Lyman watched, amused, as her son scanned the crowd looking for a petite strawberry blond with a few extra freckles after the previous day in the sun. As she thought about it, Mary realized that he’d have even less privacy in his last minutes with Cara if she stayed, so she glanced at her watch, made an impatient sound, and sighed. “I can’t take this anymore. If I stay here any longer I’m going to cry and embarrass all of us.”
 
   The children, confused at their grandmother’s words, flatly denied being embarrassed by her, but Jonathan recognized his mother’s trademarked excuse. When all else failed, she’d claim embarrassment of some kind and disappear conveniently. “Mom, you don’t have to—”
 
   “You didn’t spend all week with her so I could make the last bit awkward. Let me go home. I’ll be out in a few weeks anyway.” Without another word, she hugged and kissed Jonathan and her grandchildren and hurried away with exiting passengers from platform eight.
 
   “I am sorry! I couldn’t find this place anywhere! They make it so convoluted to get in here,” Cara said breathlessly. “Wasn’t that your mother—”
 
   “She opted for privacy over embarrassment. I do think she’d be disappointed at our lack of,” he choked, laughing, “firm attachment.”
 
   “Oh, I wanted to see her. Would she feel weird if I invited her out to lunch or dinner some night?”
 
   Before Jonathan could answer, Cara knelt before his children, her eyes shining and excitement on her features. “Are you excited about the train?”
 
   “It’s just a train. We always ride it when we come to Grandma’s house.” Bryson sounded bored.
 
   “Did you know,” Cara began earnestly, “that I’ve never been on a train in my life?”
 
   “Never?” Riley’s eyes grew wide.
 
   “Never, ever. You two have no idea how lucky you are to get to ride a train so often.”
 
   Jonathan touched her shoulder and murmured, “Can you stay here with them? I’ll be right back.”
 
   While Cara asked questions about what they’d do, what they’d eat, and how long the journey would take, Jonathan hurried inside to speak with the conductor. He strode across the platform minutes later and found Cara teaching Bryson hand games. As usual, he had to wait for her to finish her interaction with his child before she acknowledged him at all.
 
   “Did you get your business settled?”
 
   “What business?” For a moment, Jonathan was confused.
 
   “Well, you had to go talk to someone, I just assumed…”
 
   “Oh, I got permission to give you a tour of the train. We have to see the conductor and show your ID first, but after that, I can give you a short tour. You have to be off by five to noon though.”
 
   “Wow. Not like traveling by plane, is it?”
 
   “Another reason I prefer it, yes.”
 
   The children showed her the dining car, the “quiet” car, which Riley pronounced, in an obvious parrot of someone’s opinion, “a waste of good space,” and finally their suite. Appalled at a suite approximately the size of two of her bathrooms, Cara found much to praise. She sat in seats, folded down tables, pretended to deal cards, looked for overhead berths, and asked ridiculously simple questions designed to keep the children entertained.
 
   Jonathan watched the entire scene with a lump in his throat. With each passing minute, it seemed to grow larger, until he thought he’d choke. A glance at his watch signaled time for Cara to leave, and he couldn’t walk her back to the platform. He cleared his throat, and the change in her demeanor told him she understood.
 
   “Well now, I have to get off this train so you can all go home!”
 
   “Oh, can’t you stay and go home with us?” Riley’s eyes grew wide and began to fill with tears.
 
   “Oh, Riley, I’d love to do that…” Cara let her eyes drift to Jonathan’s as she swallowed hard. “But, see, my boss needs me to do some work today and you know how that is. I’ll see you as soon as I can though, and I’ll call you if it’s okay with Daddy?”
 
   “We’ll do that,” Jonathan agreed miserably.
 
   “Bryson, are you going to take care of your sister for me? I’ll feel better going if I know you’re keeping a good eye out for her.”
 
   “Me and Gramby will take good care of her when Daddy’s not home. I promise.”
 
   With a quick hug, an even quicker kiss on each child’s cheek, and a wave goodbye, Cara stepped from the little room. Jonathan’s frame filled the door the moment she exited the suite. His eyes told her he wanted to walk her to the platform.
 
   “I know, but you can’t. It’s okay.”
 
   The conductor stood less than ten feet away from them. “Cara mia—” he began, trying to give her some kind of indication of the strain on his heart.
 
   “Miss, you’ll have to leave now.”
 
   “Thank you for letting me tour. It was very nice of you.” She allowed herself to be led to the nearest door but paused and looked back before she stepped through.
 
   Jonathan stood in the center of the corridor that ran the length of their sleeper car. The misery on his face would have broken her heart had it not already been in pieces. He tried to speak, but now that he had so much to say, no words would come. Cara understood and gave a weak smile, a limp wave, and stepped from the car and it seemed, out of his life.
 
   As the train pulled away from the station, Jonathan punched a text message into his phone and hit the send button. MISS YOU CARA MIA.
 
   Cara felt the phone vibrate and, frustrated, dug through her purse looking for it. However, a small box in the trademarked robin’s egg blue of Tiffany & Co. arrested her search for the buzzing phone. She sank to a bench, unaware of her surroundings any longer, and pulled the white satin ribbon bow from the box. Savoring every second, she carefully lifted the lid of the pasteboard box and found a key with a diamond encrusted heart at the top, hanging from a chain. A hand-written note, hung suspended from the center of the heart, read, You now hold the key to my heart.
 
   Swiftly, she covered the key, stuffed the box and ribbon into her purse, and pulled out her cellphone. A quick glance at his message brought a bigger smile to her face, and a glance at her watch told her that she didn’t have time to go home and talk with her mother. The blue box in her purse mocked her. She couldn’t afford not to take the time to go home either.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Well?” Cara watched as her mother examined the key for the fifth time, reread the note, and still said nothing.
 
   “I see why you’re overwhelmed.”
 
   “If I know Jonathan, this was very expensive.”
 
   Without another word, Diane took the key and the box and stepped into the office. The sound of her mother’s fingers clacking away on the keyboard told Cara what she’d surmised. Diane had gone online to the store’s website. A low whistle preceded her mother as Diane returned to the living room.
 
   “Well, you’re right about that. It was expensive.”
 
   “I have to give it back then—it’s too much.”
 
   “Did you read this tag?” Diane rolled her eyes at Cara’s look of incredulity. “What an asinine question, yes. Still, I have to ask because of what that means. Did. You. Read. The. Tag?”
 
   “A dozen times before I handed it to you.”
 
   “Are you telling me you’re willing to say, ‘Sorry, Jonathan, I don’t want the key to your heart?’”
 
   “Of course not! You know how I feel, Mom; it’s not like I could hide that from you if I wanted to.”
 
   “Well,” Diane said, sliding the key across the coffee table. “Jonathan is the kind of man who will take rejection of his gift, well, one with a tag like that attached, as a rejection of him. Accept it graciously and if your relationship goes nowhere or worse, south indefinitely, then return it.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice a little. “But as long as you want his heart, I think you have to keep the key to it, even if it’s just an expensive symbol.”
 
   Cara started to argue, “But, Mom—”
 
   “The last time I asked, you said things were too electrical to kiss him or—”
 
   “Mother!”
 
   “Well, I’m just asking if it’s still that way.”
 
   Reluctantly, Cara nodded. “It’s just not smart. If you could see—”
 
   “Oh, I saw.” With a look that had taught Cara to silence herself years ago, Diane continued. “This is the only way he can try to demonstrate his affection. Give the guy a break. He’s about to explode as it is.”
 
   She blushed. “Do you think so?”
 
   “Your father asked me if I’d be crushed if you guys eloped. When I said I’d be disappointed but not crushed, he said, ‘So can I encourage it before they both go insane?’”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   A single red rose stood in a silver vase on her desk. Tina stuck her head in the door and announced, “It arrived an hour ago.” 
 
   The card stuck to the florist’s fork read simply, “email.” She flipped open her laptop, typed the password, waited impatiently for the screen to announce she’d connected to the network, and then punched her trusty email icon. Amid several dozen offers for everything from dating services that promised to provide her with a soul mate, to office memos, one innocuous looking email from “Jonathan Lyman—CCD Delta Advertising” nearly hid among the others clamoring for her attention.
 
   To: Cara Laas <caralaas@mayflowertrust.com>
 
   From: Jonathan Lyman <jonathanlyman@deltaad.com>
 
   Subject: What’s for lunch?
 
   Cara mia,
 
   I’ve typed the opening to this email a dozen times. First, I informed you that I am gone—on my way to Atlanta. Bet you couldn’t have guessed that to save your life. Then, I gave you exciting information about how my children were looking for crayons, toothbrushes, and other similarly fascinating objects.
 
   Now, I told you that I am not a better written communicator than I am a spoken one and I know you believed me even though it was right after the last time I spilled thoughts onto paper. I can tell that this is going to be a very long email, furthering your doubt in my veracity, but I assure you, I am not a natural speaker or writer. Sometimes, I just want to talk, and if I can’t talk, I’ll write instead, but I don’t overflow with words on paper just because the paper is there.
 
   So much for that helpful information. Have you dug through your purse yet? Have you found anything there? If you haven’t, please do now. I’ll wait. Did you like it? Do you know how hard it was not to give that to you yesterday? I bought it Friday and waited for the perfect moment, but yesterday’s perfect moment seemed too manipulative. So, I chose to play the coward and slip it into your purse this morning. I wonder if you caught me.
 
   I’ll be back in Rockland in six weeks. Uncle Weston wants me to attend the Cancer Society Benefit to represent the company. I hope you’ll attend with me. Would that be enough time for your mother to make something appropriate? Is that something she’d enjoy? If not, I can get Mother’s favorite boutique names for you. She’d probably love to take you shopping. Please say you’ll go. It won’t be miserable if you’re there.
 
   Bryson asked me why I didn’t ask you to marry me. The question wasn’t odd, but the fact that I couldn’t answer it bothered me. How do you say, “Well, I love her, I want to marry her, I want to have her close, but I can’t ask her to marry me yet”? That’s just weird.
 
   I am told the car is loaded and my children, in their car seats, wait for me to drive to the station. In order to prove myself a thoughtful man and not a neglectful and irresponsible parent, I must send this email now and finish what I had to say the next time I am struck with a desire to unburden myself.
 
   Jonafan 
 
   Without further consideration, she closed the email, deleted the SPAM from her folder, answered a few pressing messages, and closed her laptop. Several reports awaited her perusal, Huan Chan’s corrected presentation looked flawless, and a list of post-it notes filled the length of her desk pad. Before she could pick up the first one, Tina arrived with four more.
 
   “Which of these are urgent, Tina?”
 
   The woman flipped through the papers and then moved six to the right side. “These. The others can wait indefinitely for all I care, but these six are either important or think they are and they’ll drive me nuts until you tell them otherwise.”
 
   “Call in that order?”
 
   Tina gave the list a second look, reading upside down across Cara’s narrow desk. She pulled the fourth one down and stuck it to the middle of the desk pad. “Call that one first, even if you call no others.”
 
   “Delta Advertising. You’re kidding right?”
 
   “Why kid about that? Derek said he set up a meeting with Della Carletti from Delta and then we rescheduled. She’s calling to reschedule, and apparently she’s a busy woman, so if we don’t have time for her, she wants to know it so she can move along to greener pastures.”
 
   “The ad agency wants to know if we are worth their trouble? Arrogant.”
 
   “She’s the best in Rockland. She’ll pass it onto a junior staff member if we stand her up again, and Derek wants her.”
 
   “Who set this up and when?” Cara thought the timing much too coincidental.
 
   “Six weeks ago after Meyers & Sons botched the internet ad with that stupid spider ‘crawling the web’ looking for the best insurance deals before spinning for joy on ‘The Mayflower’. Oh, that boat was nasty, and Miles Standish… shouldn’t he have been cute at least?”
 
   “One would think. Okay. I’ll call.”
 
   Cara knew of the plan to switch to Delta or Promoters Inc., but she didn’t remember having an appointment with anyone from Delta. She picked up the phone, dialed the number, and pulled up a Word document on her laptop. At the top left she put the date, the time, the phone number called and noted that she was returning the call left the morning of the 22nd of May. Discordant New Age music jarred her senses while she waited the four and a half minutes on hold before Della Carletti came on the line. Note to self: Beg Jonathan to pick better hold music.
 
   “Ms. Laas. I’m so pleased you returned my call so promptly. Since our previous appointment was rescheduled, I opted to discuss this with you in person rather than leave it to assistants. I know how they often inadvertently double book meetings, and I wanted to spare both of us that frustration.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry you’ve had that kind of trouble. I’ll have to remember how fortunate I’ve been with such a reliable assistant as Tina.” Two can play at this kind of verbal duel. There is no chance in—well; she refused to allow this Carletti woman to blame her assistant for whatever had canceled the previous appointment. “I can’t imagine being double booked! That’d be terrible.” 
 
   “Well, I haven’t had that problem, no, but I do know how common it is, and with previous cancellations, one assumes…”
 
   Cara didn’t like ‘the Carletti woman,’ as she’d mentally begun to call her. “I’m looking at my calendar now and see that Derek handed the responsibility of viewing your presentation to me two days before the appointment.” She scratched her head, trying to remember why he’d handed it to her at all. “Oh, yes, I remember. He was in Minneapolis and got snowed in for four days. I couldn’t possibly be prepared to view something as important as this presentation in less than forty-eight hours, so I had Tina reschedule.”
 
   “I see.” Della Carletti’s tone clearly implied that she saw nothing of the kind.
 
   “I’ve viewed a few other presentations in the meantime, but no one has given me what I’m looking for.” She had to toss the woman some kind of bone. “I look forward to seeing if you can wow me.” 
 
   “I’m sure,” Ms. Carletti said almost coldly, “you’ll find that what I’ve prepared is exactly what your company needs to take Mayflower Trust into a serious position in the internet insurance market.”
 
   “I hope so. I can view your presentation any afternoon this week, or next week on Tuesday or Wednesday mornings.”
 
   “Tomorrow afternoon would be best, I think,” Carletti insisted. “This gives us room for rescheduling, and after your last ad, it is clear that you need new direction and quickly.”
 
   “I see that Tina has just placed a slip on my desk making me busy tomorrow afternoon. I think Thursday morning would be best for me.”
 
   Della sighed sharply. “I’ll see you Thursday at the Delta offices on Waterbrook at ten-thirty, perhaps?” 
 
   Oh, she’d give anything to skip this thing all together. “That will be fine. Thank you.”
 
   “I am really very busy, so I’ll say goodbye.”
 
   Frustrated by Ms. Carletti’s air of superiority, Cara dashed off a quick email to Jonathan.
 
   To: Jonathan Lyman <jonathanlyman@deltaad.com>
 
   From: Cara Laas <caralaas@mayflowertrust.com>
 
   Subject: Local recommendation              
 
   Jonathan,
 
   I’ll respond to your previous email separately. However, I wanted to know whom you recommend in the Delta office here in Rockland. Is there someone up and coming that you think has the necessary vision to put Mayflower’s internet division on the map? We have an appointment with a Ms. Carletti, but I’ve often found that going with the current ‘favorite’ is a safe move that often lacks the kind of innovation needed for a campaign like this.
 
   Thank you for any assistance you can offer,
 
   Cara Laas
 
   Assistant Chief Financial Officer- Mayflower Trust
 
   “Paper” trail accomplished, she sent him a text. DO NOT WANT TO DEAL WITH CARLETTI. THAT WOMAN HAS A LOT OF NERVE. SAVE ME FROM HER. 
 
   Less than a minute later, her phone buzzed with a very short text. “TODD GRAHAM. 555-1292 CELL.”
 
   She smiled and dialed. A quiet, friendly voice came on the line within seconds. “Delta Advertising, Todd Graham, how may I help you?”
 
   “Hello, Todd. I’m Cara from Mayflower Trust. I’d love to see you upstage the company pet. How can you wow me?”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730303]Chapter Fifteen
 
   “Gramby! We’re home!”
 
   Verna Brumby waddled downstairs and into the entryway. “Oh, you’re home, you darlin’s. What do you think you’re doing shoutin’ at me like that? Get in here so I can smother you!” The beloved housekeeper-nanny hugged her little charges and pushed them toward the stairs, chattering all the way. Jonathan entered the house and immediately the calm and quiet relieved his nerves after the long train ride. For the first time since he’d felt the train pull away from Rockland station, he felt at peace. For now.
 
   He stepped into his home office and closed the door against the delighted squeals that drifted downstairs. Verna would put a stop to it soon enough, but for now, he wanted quiet and he would get it. He pulled out his laptop and flipped through the mail while it booted. The moment he opened his email, the message from Cara caught his attention.
 
   Picking up his phone, Jonathan dialed Todd Graham’s number. “Todd. Jonathan Lyman.” He nodded at something Todd said and then continued. “Listen, I gave a friend your number, did she call? Good. Now listen, this requires a little discretion, but I think you’ll manage to climb up on top if you pull this off.” 
 
   For the next five minutes, Jonathan explained his opinion of Cara’s company’s needs, what they’d disliked about their last presentation, and Cara’s immediate dislike of Della Carletti. “Look, they’ve never seriously pursued the internet aspect of their business in their advertising, but they’re ready to take that step forward. You need to come up with something that is new, innovative, and yet rock solid with the company’s reputation. Get ideas flowing now, and when you call to arrange your presentation, give her a sample of what you’re going to serve. Don’t give the full plate, just a bite. You can do this, man.”
 
   A knock prompted him to hang up the phone before he turned his attention to “Gramby.” “What’s up?”
 
   “Well, I’m goin’ to make the kids some lunch and put them down for naps. They’re plum wore out. I made you your favorite pasta salad. Do you want me to grill a steak with that or—”
 
   “That sounds great, but why don’t you just make a sandwich.”
 
   “Do you have any dinners on the calendar this week?” Gramby knew Jonathan’s proposed schedule, but she also knew how things changed. As a look crossed his face, she jerked a chair a bit nearer and sank her ample backside into it. “Tell me what’s botherin’ you, son.”
 
   “I met someone.”
 
   “And you don’t want to talk about it, I suppose,” she returned with a sigh. “Honestly, boy, you’re worse than a child sometimes.”
 
   “But I do want to talk about her.”
 
   “Then talk while you’re willin’, because I know how fast that changes.” She nodded emphatically, with a slight ‘mmm hmm’ under her breath.
 
   “Her name is Cara. She’ll be calling sometime, I’m sure.”
 
   “Women just don’t have scruples anymore.”
 
   “She’ll call because I ask her to, not because she’s the kind of woman you’re imagining.” The idea of Cara chasing him like a junior high, boy crazy, twit amused him.
 
   “So you met her…”
 
   “At the wedding.” He smiled. “Riley thought she was the bride, and it didn’t matter what else happened, she was smitten.”
 
   “You were too, I see. So did you get to see her again durin’ the week?”
 
   “Every day at lunch and after she got off work, most of Saturday and Sunday, and at the station on Monday. I have sent five texts, and she has sent me three.”
 
   This prompted one of Verna’s very rare silences. After what seemed an age, she leaned across his desk, her eyes boring into his. “Are you in love with her?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Does she know it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Standing, the woman stalked to the door. “She’s not worth it. I suggest you jest let things drift to sea.”
 
   “What makes you say that?” Rather than offended, her words amused him.
 
   “A woman who knows you are in love with her and still let you go home isn’t worth your time. She obviously don’t know a good thing when she sees it.”
 
   “Oh, Gramby, how I’ve missed you. Go ask Riley to tell you about Cara while you make that sandwich. You’ll see.” As she started to close the door, Jonathan called her again. “Where are those little frames that Lily had with pictures of her grandparents in them? I sent half of those pictures back to the Fillmores. Where are the frames?”
 
   She pointed across the room to a credenza. “Bottom shelf, right hand side, in a little wooden box.”
 
   Later that night, as she walked through the rooms shutting off lights, picking up scattered toys, socks, a hair bow… Verna entered Jonathan’s office to turn off his desk lamp. There, beside the plant that he frequently overwatered and replaced, stood three of the little miniature frames with pictures from a photo booth in them. In one, a picture of a young woman with strawberry hair and laughing green eyes smiled back at her. The woman’s expression unnerved her. The next photo showed of them, and it was plain, even from such a tiny snapshot, that their attraction was mutual. The last showed a side profile of Jonathan as he obviously turned to follow her from the booth. 
 
   “Now I wonder why he put that one in there. That’s jest weird.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Jonathan awoke with a start. Riley’s big blue eyes peeked over the edge of the bed as she tapped his shoulder whispering at the top of her lungs, “Daddy! Daddy, wake up!”
 
   “What’s wrong, Riley?” Sleep tempted him, but he hung tenaciously to consciousness.
 
   “Miss Cara misses you. You need to call her.”
 
   “I did, sweetheart. I called her when we got home; remember? You spoke to her and told her about the Red Cap who found the quarter in your ear?”
 
   “But she misses you now. You have to call her. She’s crying.”
 
   “Oh, Ry, I think you had a bad dream or something.” Jonathan pulled her up beside him and made room for her under the covers. Her nightmares usually meant an easier time if she just slept with him that night.
 
   “No! It wasn’t a dream. I couldn’t sleep so I prayed for everyone I could think of ‘cause that usually makes me fall asleep—you know, like you said—but when I thought of her I started to cry. She’s crying, Daddy. Call her.”
 
   He tried every soothing thing he could imagine but to no avail. The clock read just after eleven. It was an hour earlier in Rockland. Would it be better to reassure Riley or to avoid setting a precedent? Lily would have known. She always knew, instinctively, exactly what to do in these kinds of situations. Verna would know, but to find out would mean waking her.
 
   “Please, Daddy!” Now Riley’s tears flowed freely. Frustrated, he snatched his phone and punched Cara’s name on his contact list and waited for her to answer. Riley still sobbed into his t-shirt, much to his consternation. Had it been a tantrum, she’d have stopped when she got her way. Now what should he do?
 
   “Cara?” Cara’s delighted voice reassured him that he hadn’t woken her. “Riley is having a little trouble sleeping. She’s very concerned for you.”
 
   “Put her on. I’ll talk to her.”
 
   Jonathan handed the phone to his daughter and nodded. Riley tried to stifle her tears in order to hear what Cara said, but it took several restarts before she understood. “I knew you were crying so I told Daddy—”
 
   “Now how did you know I was crying?” Surprise leapt through the line, making her amazement obvious even to Jonathan.
 
   “Because every time I thought of you, I cried, and you make me happy, not sad. So, I knew you were crying and talking to Daddy would make you feel better.”
 
   “How did you know that, sweetheart?”
 
   “Easy,” Riley’s adoring eyes looked up at her father. “He always makes me feel better when I’s sad.” Her concentration returned almost immediately to the topic at hand. “You miss my daddy, don’t you?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Do you miss me too?” Her childish preoccupation with self hovered closer to endearing than obnoxious.
 
   “Of course I do! I miss seeing you make him smile, I miss listening to you tell about your mother—”
 
   “You want to hear about Mommy?”
 
   “Of course! I love to hear about your mommy.”
 
   Riley promptly handed the phone to Jonathan. “You tell both of us about Mommy. You remember her and I don’t. Tell us about the wedding and how you went to the wrong church.”
 
   “You went to the wrong church?” Cara’s laughter warmed his heart.
 
   The last thing Jonathan wanted to do when he was beat and had a long day’s work the next day, was tell stories about his wife and their marriage to his daughter and girlfriend! “Well, it’s kind of late for that, Riley. We need our sleep.”
 
   “Come on, Jonathan. It’s like a bedtime story. Tell me about the wedding.”
 
   One glance at his daughter showed her waiting expectantly. The silence from the other end told him he wouldn’t get away with hanging up until he told the entire story. “Okay, well,” he paused. “Cara, are you tucked into that big bed of yours? Are the lights out? Are you ready for a bedtime story?”
 
   “I’m downstairs working on a scrapbook of our week.” At his silence, she giggled. “All right, I’m going upstairs. This is ridiculous, you know. Absolutely ridiculous.”
 
   “Okay, well, once upon a time, there was a beautiful bride named Lily.” 
 
   Jonathan swallowed a lump in his throat as he described her beautiful golden hair, her silk Grecian-styled gown, and the tiara that had been worn by every bride in the Fillmore family for over a hundred years. The way he paused over every detail of his beloved wife’s appearance should have told her how much he’d cherished the woman he’d lost. Did she notice? Did she understand?
 
   “Well, while she was getting all ready to dazzle me, I was trying hard to get into the church. I tried every door, even a few classroom windows, and watched my watch until I got frustrated and called a friend. I’d gone to St. Paul’s Episcopal Church instead of St. Paul’s Presbyterian Church. From my house, you had to pass the Episcopal Church to get to the Presbyterian, and I was so nervous that when I saw St. Paul’s, I just pulled in without thinking.”
 
   “Poor Daddy,” murmured Riley. Tell her about how the preacher wouldn’t stop talking and trying to make you talk.”
 
   “I’m getting there, you be quiet and let me tell the story.”
 
   “Yes, dear,” Cara murmured sleepily.
 
   “Well, after we got through the getting ready, the walking down the aisle, and the flower girl passing the loudest gas I’ve ever heard in my life… Well, except for that time that Riley…”
 
   “Daddy!”
 
   “Anyway, the pastor starts talking about marriage, covenants, responsibilities, generations, and a bunch of things that didn’t seem to fit, like surf boards and asparagus. I still don’t know what it all meant, but I did know that I got more and more nervous by the second, and Lily looked ready to drop with exhaustion.”
 
   Jonathan took a deep breath and willed his heart to cooperate. “Then he started on the vows. We’d chosen very short vows. You know, the whole, do you this and do you that and I promise to be a good husband stuff. Well, the pastor had another wedding that morning and still had their vows in his book. They were very long, very complicated, and very, um… not us. When he told Lily to promise to take her half of family leadership, she snatched the papers from his book and shredded them right there on the platform. They’re even in our wedding pictures. She wouldn’t let us pick them up.”
 
   Cara giggled. “Oh wouldn’t I like to meet her.”
 
   “She’d love you,” Jonathan began.
 
   “The story, Daddy!”
 
   “Slave driver.” Jonathan winked at the indignant look on his daughter’s face. “Where was I… oh, the vows. Then she looked at me and said, ‘Jonathan, I vow to be your wife, be faithful, and look to Scripture for answers in how to do that.’ I took her cue and repeated the same thing. I think the pastor was a little fed up with us by then because he rushed through the next words and then muttered, ‘You may embrace.’”
 
   “What!” Cara’s amazement was only slightly tempered by Riley’s confusion. 
 
   “We stared at him for a minute, hugged briefly, started to turn, and then Lily grabbed my hand, pulled me to her, and gave me a huge kiss.”
 
   “That’s not true! You kissed her! She got all red because you kissed her for too long. Grandma said!”
 
   “Well, Grandma’s getting old and her memory isn’t so good.”
 
   Jonathan told of the toasts, the server who dumped his plate in his lap, the delicious cake, the spiked punch, and the first dance when he’d felt so connected with his wife, that Jonathan carried her out of the room, into the elevator, and escaped his own reception while everyone’s attention was otherwise occupied. “The end.”
 
   Riley lay sleeping beside him, but Cara sounded wide awake. “Aww… what a wonderful story. Thank you for sharing with me.”
 
   “I’m sorry—Riley doesn’t understand how uncomfortable it could be for you.”
 
   “Could be, yes. But it’s not. Remember, I like hearing about you and Lily.” As Jonathan pondered how strange it was that Cara seemed more comfortable with him sharing his wife with her than he did, Cara asked, “Does it feel good to be home?” 
 
   “Until I remember that I won’t see you for six weeks, it feels great.”
 
   The sound of choked back tears filled her voice as she whispered, “Goodnight, Jonafan.”
 
   “Am I still the handsomest man you’ve ever seen?”
 
   “I am going to have to spank that girl for breaking her word. She promised not to tell,” Cara teased.
 
   “She didn’t. Bryson told me. He said he didn’t promise, and I think he thought he’d convince me to go out with you again if I knew.”
 
   “Well, I’ll have to torture him until he goes crazy with remorse.”
 
   “I,” Jonathan wanted to say so much. “I guess I should say goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight, Jonafan.”
 
   “Night, Cara mia.”
 
   He set the phone on his nightstand, clicked the light back off, wondering when he’d turned it on, and adjusted himself on the pillow. Just as he started to fall asleep, a little voice made his eyes fly open and his heart race. “Daddy, you love Miss Cara.” It wasn’t a question.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “She loves you too.”
 
   With eyelids as heavy as his heart, Jonathan nodded. “Mmm hmm.”
 
   “Will Mommy be sad when I have another Mommy?”
 
   The question surprised him. She’d always spoken as if another mommy someday would be the thrill of a lifetime. Bryson must have spoken carelessly. “I—I don’t think so, sweetheart. I think she’ll be happy for all of us. Mommy wants us to be happy.”
 
   He waited for a reply. Seconds ticked into minutes but he heard nothing from his little girl. He relaxed again and allowed his mind to slow down into the dull drone of slumber. Again, Riley’s quiet voice ripped him from the clutches of sleep. “Tell Miss Cara that I’ll tickle Bryson for her. He shouldn’t have told.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730304]Chapter Sixteen
 
   Todd listened, nodding to himself over some of Jonathan’s points. “So what you’re saying is that Cara is looking for a new relationship with Delta Advertising, not just a good ad campaign for their internet division.”
 
   “Correct.” Jonathan squirmed, uncomfortable with the Skype call—as usual.
 
   “Okay, so this is supposed to showcase the internet division—”
 
   “But don’t discount their primary position as one of America’s oldest and most trusted insurance companies. They are looking for something that bridges past and future.”
 
   “Okay, and for Ms. Laas, how do I best serve her as the client?”
 
   “Treat her with respect, reasonable deference even, but don’t fawn. She wants to see you confident in your presentation and your skills but humble enough to accept criticism or a request for change. She’s a reasonable woman. I think you’ll work well with her.”
 
   “Okay,” Todd looked over his notes. “Key words for Mayflower Trust are obviously trust, perhaps power since it rhymes with Mayflower…” he scratched the back of his neck with his pencil. “Oh, integrity. A company that has been around that long—”
 
   “You’ve got the hang of it. One more thing.” Jonathan kicked his door shut and then noticed the open door of the conference room Todd was using. “Never mind. I’ll email you.”
 
   Ten minutes later, Todd opened an email from Jonathan and smiled. Todd, whatever you do; find out what Della Carletti has planned and make sure yours isn’t too close or too different. You’ll know if you’re on the right track if they mesh well but don’t blend together.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “The man or woman, whichever your company prefers, is asking all of his or her friends and neighbors who they trust with their insurance needs and the answer is always, ‘Mayflower Trust’. In the office, at the store, waiting for the subway, in a taxi…the answer is always Mayflower Trust, and where possible, a screen showing your logo and/or your website. For example, in the office, they’ll turn their monitor to the questioner. The cabbie will hold up his cellphone and you’ll see the logo on it. A man with a laptop on the subway will show it, but we’ll keep people talking about it without the internet connection to reinforce the idea that they haven’t changed to an impersonal screen.”
 
   “I see.” Cara did see. It was a good campaign and she knew it. “Tell me, how can a couple of comments without a screen reinforce the personal care given by Mayflower Trust? Is there another way to make that clear?”
 
   Della nodded eagerly. “At the end, we can have an agent and customer shaking hands… or perhaps an adjuster handing over a check standing in front of a home destroyed by fire or something, and the customer can say, “I’m glad I put my trust in Mayflower Trust.”
 
   “Excellent.” With a deep breath, Cara stepped into troubled waters. “We’ll be in touch at the end of the week. I want to review this with my boss—as you know, this isn’t normally the responsibility of the CFO’s office, but while they’re restructuring for a specialized internet division, we are stretched to make these decisions as well.”
 
   “I would have preferred,” Della began frostily, “to make my presentation to the person who has the authority to make a decision on it. I am a very busy woman. I do not give free test drives to people who cannot buy. I don’t have time for that.”
 
   Cara stood and grabbed her briefcase. “I believe you do not understand the difference between showing proper respect for a supervisor’s position and authority and lack of authority. I am entrusted to make this decision. Out of respect, I review it with my boss.”
 
   “You have another meeting with another company, don’t you?” Anger burned beneath the surface of Della’s self-control.
 
   “I do not. However, I must say, I almost wish I did. To be frank, Ms. Carletti, I am accustomed to dealing with professionals—not prima donnas. It is highly unprofessional and inappropriate even for you to ask that question. I am under no obligation to you or your company, and I do not appreciate your tone, your accusations, or your presupposition that you have a right to this account.”
 
   She took a deep breath, walked to the conference room door, opened it, and turned back to the gape-mouthed advertising executive. “I’m willing to overlook my personal objections to you, if you are able to assure me that our future meetings will look less like a high school cheerleading tryout.”
 
   Outside the Lyman building, Cara took a deep breath. Oh, how relieved she was that Della Carletti had specifically said “another company.” Without that restriction, things could have gotten ugly for Todd Graham. Of course, if she chose his presentation, they’d get ugly anyway. She slid into her car seat, pulled out her phone, and punched in a text message to Jonathan. CARLETTI WOMAN IS A PIECE OF WORK. GRAHAM BETTER BLOW THIS OUT OF THE WATER.
 
   Twenty minutes later, just as she entered her office, Tina passed a call to her desk. “Todd Graham called. He wants to talk to you.”
 
   Full of dread, Cara picked up the phone, took a deep breath, and punched the line. “Todd! Very good to hear from you.”
 
   All trepidation dissolved as Todd announced that his presentation was ready for her at any time. “I just got a call from Jonathan Lyman. He said you might want to move up the presentation date.”
 
   “I do. Where can I meet you? The sooner, the better.” Relief washed over her in waves, slowly ridding her of the pent-up angst.
 
   “Well, considering your morning appointments,” he began discreetly, “perhaps I could come to your office?”
 
   Cara quickly translated. “Things aren’t pleasant there right now, I suppose?”
 
   “No, ma’am. They’re not.”
 
   “Our office goes to lunch at eleven-thirty. I’ll be here until one. If you’d like to come during that time, I’ll have lunch delivered. How do you feel about sweet and sour?”
 
   “Love it.”
 
   “Pork or chicken?”
 
   “Chicken, please.” Todd’s voice barely hid his amusement. “And, if you don’t mind, I adore egg rolls.”
 
   “Egg rolls it is. I’ll see you at noon. Can you find my office?”
 
   “I won’t be late.” Todd hesitated and then added, “Ms. Laas?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I just really want to thank you for this opportunity. I know you’re taking a very serious risk, and while I know it isn’t just for me, I will benefit from it. Thanks.”
 
   “You’re right. It’s not just for you. If I didn’t dislike Ms. Carletti from the first time I talked to her, I’d never have asked Jonathan to recommend someone else, but having dealt with both of you now, I’m very glad I did. I think we’re both in for a bit of a rocky start with our respective companies, but I think if we ride out the initial storm, we’re going to be very pleased.”
 
   “See you at noon, Ms. Laas.”
 
   “Cara. Just call me Cara, and for the record, I fully intend to call you Todd. We’re going to have to be friends to get through this.”
 
   She hung up the phone, kicking herself all around the room. What was she thinking giving Todd the impression she’d already chosen his campaign. She had no business becoming emotionally involved in this decision. Disliking the ad agent wasn’t grounds for dismissing a good proposal. Disgusted, she pulled up her inbox and started a new email to Jonathan.
 
   To: Jonathan Lyman <jonathanlyman@deltaad.com>
 
   From: Cara Laas <caralaas@mayflowertrust.com>
 
   Subject: Odds
 
   Jonathan,
 
   Ok, what are the odds that Todd can pull this off? I just allowed my personal prejudice against Ms. Carletti to affect my judgment. I practically told him the account is his. I feel like an unprofessional idiot, which is exactly what I called Della less than an hour ago.
 
   Reassure me. Lie if necessary,
 
   Cara youa (that just doesn’t have the same ring to it)
 
   Her phone rang minutes later. Jonathan’s voice instantly soothed her frustration. “Cara?”
 
   “Oh, it’s good to hear your voice.”
 
   “Take a deep breath, woman, and listen to me.”
 
   “Did you really just call me ‘woman’?” Nervous giggles embarrassed her further.
 
   “I said be quiet. Todd is going to deliver. I have every confidence in him. However, even if you don’t like his proposal, he’s a professional. He’ll understand if you choose Della over him. He knows you’re taking a risk just giving him the chance, and he appreciates it.”
 
   “But I—”
 
   Jonathan continued as though she hadn’t interrupted him. “Everything you just told him was filtered through that lens. You’re fine, Cara.” 
 
   He listened as she rambled about deadlines, where she could see the campaign going, and as she wailed over dealing with Della Carletti for years. “Stop. Take a deep breath. For one thing, once your departments are restructured, you won’t have this job anymore. Even if you decide to go with Della, you’ll only deal with her until someone is assigned or hired to deal with her permanently. It’s not a big deal. Also, don’t lock yourself into any kind of long-term campaign. Yes, you could have half a dozen different versions of the same thing running simultaneously, but, Cara, it’s a good ad. It’s not a great one. Don’t lock yourself into an investment like that. You can always add more—”
 
   Before Jonathan could say any more, she saw Todd enter the financial offices. “Gotta go. He’s here. Pray, Jonathan.”
 
   “I’m crushed.”
 
   “Why?” Cara beckoned Todd Graham into her office.
 
   “I’ve been demoted from pet name to formal name.”
 
   “Do you really want me to call you Jonaf—”
 
   Jonathan interrupted her quickly. “I’ll get you for that.”
 
   Cara dropped the phone into its cradle and hurried to introduce herself. “I’m very glad to meet you.” 
 
   Todd grinned at her as he shook her hand. “I’m glad to meet you too.” He glanced around the offices. “I wasn’t sure I had the right place. The sign on the door said financial offices and I passed the CFO’s office…”
 
   “We’re temporarily in charge of the internet division during restructuring. It’s unusual, kind of weird, if you want the truth, but I’m seeing another part of how the company operates, so it’s good for me.”
 
   “Shall I begin or—”
 
   “Well, our order is late, so you might as well start now and we’ll break for lunch when it arrives.”
 
   Todd presented a much less direct proposal than Della. He first showed demographics of current internet insurance shoppers, untapped markets, and of those who didn’t trust the internet for shopping. He demonstrated the competition’s commercials, contrasted it with their current pathetic commercials, and then showed where he thought the gaps were. It was informative, interesting, and for someone not in the advertising section of her company, vital information.
 
   “I’ll be frank with you, Cara. I got a look at Della’s proposal, and I’ll admit; it’s good. However, I don’t think it offers what I think you need to tap these markets,” Todd pointed at the over-fifty customers and those concerned about Internet safety, “Your ad needs to include the reminder of your company’s history of integrity and safety. Yes, Della’s mentions trust, repeatedly, but trust in what? I think the idea of trust in the company is good, but I think you need to remind them that they need to trust this particular division, and why is more important.”
 
   “So what do you recommend?” Though an unnecessary question, Cara felt a bit like a spectator rather than a purchaser.
 
   “I picture a customer, market research statistics recommends that it be a man, at the computer adding his newly licensed daughter to their existing auto insurance account. As he’s going through the motions, a voice-over says, ‘In a world of identity theft, insurance fraud, and late pizza, it’s nice to know who you can trust. Mayflower Trust—the integrity of yesterday combined with the power (he makes the final clicks to his account), and convenience of today. Plug into the power of Mayflower Trust.’”
 
   The storyboard layout impressed her. Even the wording sounded perfect. Cara would change nothing, and if she had her way, Todd would have the account by noon the next day. “Can I call my boss?”
 
   “Certainly.”
 
   She picked up the phone. “Todd, would you mind running down to the lobby desk? Our food has arrived.”
 
   While he was gone, Cara took a deep breath, stepped into Derek’s office, and slid her finger along the contacts list in her cellphone for Derek’s number. He picked up immediately. “I want to sign a contract for the advertising.”
 
   “Well, Carletti is supposed to be the best. If you like it—”
 
   “It’s not with Carletti.”
 
   “I thought we made it clear that we wanted to work with Delta if at all possible. I thought you liked her proposal.”
 
   “I did, but I asked to see another proposal from someone else in their office and it’s better.”
 
   “Someone else in the Delta office! Are you insane? Do you know what kind of problems this could start? Delta could—” 
 
   Cara interrupted him. “Jonathan Lyman recommended him when I told him how much I disliked dealing with Ms. Carletti.”
 
   “You didn’t like her?”
 
   “Derek, it is immaterial if I like or don’t like her. I don’t like her lack of professionalism. If she’ll throw this kind of fit trying to get an account, what’ll happen if we request changes? What if we don’t like the next one? I don’t want to saddle whoever takes over this thing with a problematic agent.”
 
   “And this guy is better?”
 
   “I prefer his, yes. I was prepared not to, but I do. I’ll get him to leave his presentation here, and I’ll make a quick mockup of what Carletti showed me. We can go over them after your lunch meeting and make a decision this afternoon?”
 
   To her relief, Derek agreed. Cara raced back to her office and pulled out a side arm of the desk she used when she and Tina had to work together on a project. Grabbing a few plates and utensils from a cabinet, she brought them back and retrieved two water bottles. Todd arrived with their bags of food and an eager expression in his eyes.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Derek will go over both proposals this afternoon. I can’t make any promises, but…”
 
   A huge grin spread across Todd’s face. “You want mine?”
 
   “I want yours.”
 
   “Because it’s the best or because it’s not Della’s?” The question seemed more inspired by curiosity than insecurity.
 
   “Both. I would choose it regardless of whose proposal it was, but the fact that it is yours is a huge bonus for me.”
 
   He took his plate from her and grabbed a pair of chopsticks. “I may have just gotten my first big account.”
 
   “I think you did. I can’t promise,” she added. She hated to remind him but felt obligated. “After all, it’s going to create some huge waves, but if Jonathan recommended it, I have to assume it isn’t insurmountable.” 
 
   “If Mr. Farley chooses my presentation, can I take both of you out to dinner? Any night, anywhere. I just want to celebrate.”
 
   “I doubt Derek will have time, Todd, but I’ll be happy to go.” She pointed to her plate. “This egg roll is the best I’ve ever had. I’m so glad you suggested them. I usually don’t bother.”
 
   “I assumed you’d go for Ming Ling’s since they’re so close. They have the best in the city.” Todd took a bite of his egg roll, chewing slowly. His eyes met hers. “Why do I feel like I just got the account?”
 
   “Because you and I both know, you probably did.” Cara grinned, lifted her water bottle, and toasted his success. “To a long and happy relationship.”
 
   “Cheers.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Okay, so what I decided was to give you both proposals and have you compare them without knowing who did what. That way, if anyone makes unjust accusations, you’ll be able to honestly say you didn’t know whose was which.”
 
   “And, you don’t think I’ll be able to tell the difference between a mock up and a professional presentation?” Derek cocked a sardonic eyebrow.
 
   “Well, if I’d actually made a mock-up, of course. However, I ran over to Delta and requested Carletti’s storyboards for the afternoon. Her boss was very accommodating. Why do they put up with her?”
 
   “Because she’s good. Let’s see them.”
 
   Cara led Derek into the conference room where she had both presentations lined up on opposite sides of the room and stood back, giving no indication to her preference. He wandered through the storyboards, asked questions, made observations, and then pointed to the right side of the room. “I want that one. The other might be good for later, but this is a better transition to Internet marketing.”
 
   “I’ll let Todd know he can have the account.”
 
   “That’s not Carletti’s? She didn’t show any demographics? No research? I assumed the one without was Todd’s and showed his lack of experience.”
 
   “It shows Carletti’s arrogance that she thinks she doesn’t need to show us basic information. We should just trust that she knows her markets and has done her homework.”
 
   Derek sat down at the end of the long conference table and pointed to the seat next to him. “I’ve never seen you so prejudiced. You’re always so gracious. The nastier someone gets, the gentler you become. What is up with this woman?”
 
   “I don’t know. I tried gracious. She tried to walk all over me. I can’t afford to mess this up for us.”
 
   “You sure it isn’t because a certain man is out of the picture?” Derek rarely crossed the line from business to personal, but when he did, Cara recognized it as concern.
 
   “Who says he’s out of the picture?”
 
   “Go call Tom and Della. Have Jonathan Lyman ready to play diplomat if the need arises. I want this in production ASAP.”
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   “What do I wear? Is this business as in ‘daywear,’ or casual as in ‘date wear but not on a date?’” Cara stood before her open closet, phone in one hand, frowning at the dress in the other.
 
   “Wear your black dress. It fits both.” Jonathan laughed as if he found an uncertain Cara charming.
 
   “Good thought. I’ll wear my key with it. It’ll be perfect.”
 
   He chuckled. “Excellent choice. The white gold against the black will be stunning. Wear your hair up.” 
 
   “White gold. I assumed platinum. You seemed to prefer it.”
 
   “They didn’t have it in platinum.”
 
   “Hair up? Really? That’s odd coming from you.” Even as she spoke, Cara twisted her hair into a simple knot at the nape of her neck.
 
   “It’ll look appropriately business-like and set off the key perfectly. I wish I could see you.” Jonathan didn’t add that keeping her appropriately dressed but not looking too good when going out with another man would always be a desirable goal, but Cara deduced his meaning.
 
   “Just a minute. I’ll get a picture of me in front of the mirror.”
 
   Cara snapped the picture, sent it, dug through the closet for shoes, all while listening to Jonathan tell her about how Bryson punched a boy for teasing Riley after Sunday school. “Well, I shouldn’t be, but I’m cheering for him.”
 
   “I told him that if there hadn’t been adults nearby who could have helped, I wouldn’t have rebuked him, but with a dozen people able to hear if he called, jumping in wasn’t the appropriate response. Let authority handle it.” He sighed. “I’m such a hypocrite.”
 
   “Just because you would do the same thing in the same situation doesn’t make teaching your son to do better hypocritical. It means you’re wise. And I’d have pummeled the kid too if it makes you feel any better.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   She smiled. “I tried.”
 
   “You’d hug the little terror, tell him how sad it makes you to see him so unkind, and he’d be lapping at your heels inside five minutes.”
 
   “Hey, am I supposed to meet Todd there? I just assumed, but now I’m panicking. What if he shows up here and I’m gone?”
 
   After a moment he said, “I’m not used to you being nervous. You’re always so fully at ease in situations.”
 
   “Right? This is so weird.”
 
   “Are you ready to go?” 
 
   “Yep.” She tidied the lipstick from the corners of her mouth.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Ascot. Derek could still show. He didn’t turn it down completely. I think he wants to meet Todd, but he has a late meeting with the board so…”
 
    “Do you need to leave soon to get there on time?” Jonathan sounded discouraged at the thought of her leaving.
 
   “Yep. Five minutes—tops.”
 
   “Call. Confirm time and place and that you’ll meet him there. Think about it. Why are you so nervous about this, Cara?”
 
   Several seconds passed before she answered. “I don’t know! You’re right, I am nervous. Why am I nervous? It doesn’t make sense. I’m never nervous.”
 
   Jonathan’s voice came through the phone, soothing and assuring her. “You’re accustomed to doing a very specific job. You are the assistant CFO—right hand man to one of the top guys in your corporation, but you had to step out and do something totally foreign. Perhaps it’s after-hand jitters. It’s not about the dinner but what it signifies. You just made a very expensive deal.”
 
   “Oh, right. Like that just helped. Thanks, Jonathan.”
 
   “I had to choose that; there was only one alternative and I didn’t like it.”
 
   Cara locked the door behind her and hurried to her car. “What alternative?”
 
   “That you’re nervous about having dinner with an attractive man due to some undefined interest.”
 
   “Jealous?”
 
   His sigh answered her before he said, “You have no idea.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Suitably impressed, Cara glanced around her. “I’ve never eaten here. What do you recommend?” While not the understated elegance of The Oakes, The Ascot was definitely one of the more posh restaurants in the greater Rockland area.
 
   “Oh, I was hoping you’d been here. I was going to ask you.” Todd’s embarrassment turned his face nearly the same shade as his hair. 
 
   “Well, the server will have a recommendation if we don’t find something that sounds tempting.”
 
   “Can I offer you wine?” As if on cue, the server appeared at her elbow.
 
   “I’d prefer water, thank you. Todd?” 
 
   “Same. We were wondering if you had a recommendation or two?”
 
   “The chef’s specialty tonight is a lemon herb salmon with our chef’s signature rice and grilled vegetables. It’s truly superb.”
 
   Cara gave the server a curious glance. “Superb because you are told it is, or because you’ve had it?”
 
   “We’re allowed to arrive early and taste all of the new dishes any night we like. Anytime there is anything new, I taste it so I can recommend, or not on the rare occasion I don’t care for something.”
 
   “And what haven’t you liked?” Todd couldn’t resist asking.”
 
   “The escargot in cherry sauce did nothing for me. I don’t mind them in garlic sauce but the cherry just wasn’t um…” The man shrugged. “Some guests rave about it though.”
 
   “I think our taste buds must be in agreement.” Cara grimaced. “Thank you for your honesty.”
 
   Over the best salmon either of them had ever eaten, Todd and Cara discussed their respective companies, the current economy, the RMC’s latest symphony season, and their differences in religious upbringing. Todd’s parents had been conservative Mennonites, but Todd said he struggled with reconciling his past and his current understanding of Scripture.
 
   “It’s not that I’m anti-Christian. I’m not! I just don’t know where I fit since I know I don’t agree with pacifism, and I’m not interested in the agrarian life of the plain people.”
 
   “I thought plain referred to the Amish?”
 
   Todd laughed. “There aren’t as many differences between the Amish and Mennonite as you’d think. Not the conservative groups. Mennonites are more mission minded, but other than that…”
 
   “Electricity?”
 
   “Not my family. Not for frivolous reasons. A generator for different things but otherwise…”
 
   It was none of her business, but she couldn’t help asking, “Wow. How did a plain farmer end up in Rockland advertising?”
 
   “Went to college, took an aptitude test after my first semester, was told I would be good in sales but that I needed a creative outlet…and here I am.”
 
   “When did you meet Jonathan?”
 
   “He hired me just before he went to Atlanta. I showed up, didn’t know how to interview, was a mess really, and then Jonathan said, ‘I sell plungers. You have an hour to tell me how you’re going to get consumers to buy them. I’ll be back.’ Then, in an hour, I showed him my ideas and Jonathan hired me as an assistant to Curtis Brighton. I worked up to small accounts three years ago.”
 
   “Well, you’ve skipped medium and landed large. Derek loved your idea. He liked powering up and integrity. He also said that he liked Della’s ideas but that they were too similar to that popular donut commercial. He doesn’t want us to be a copycat.”
 
   “You know, once the ad airs, I’m likely to get a promotion. You guys were great for giving me a chance.”
 
   “Thank Jonathan. I asked for the best at the Rockland office, and in minutes, I had your number in my hands.”
 
   “How do you know Jonathan?” Todd had obviously wanted to ask the question all evening.
 
   “We met at a wedding a couple of weeks ago.” Cara didn’t feel like talking about her relationship with Jonathan.
 
   “He’s a good man. We’re expecting he’ll be back sometime in the next five years.”
 
   “Back? To do what?”
 
   “Take over the company. His uncle, Weston Lyman has been grooming him since childhood. He plans to step down sometime in the next five years. Once Jonathan decides he’s earned the position.”
 
   “How did you learn this?” Cara danced on the fine line between information and gossip, praying her steps stayed on the straight and narrow.
 
   “He told me. I guess Mr. Lyman wanted to retire five years ago, but Jonathan refused to take the helm until he’d worked his way up the ladder.” Todd laughed. “Of course, as Jonathan says, he got an expedited trip, but still, he could have had the company practically handed to him.”
 
   “Why not take it then?”
 
   “He thought the employees would respect him more if they could look at a track record of time invested learning what they do, how they do it, and why their ideas are good, bad, or indifferent.” Todd’s admiration almost oozed from every word.
 
   An almond-peach chiffon cake arrived, interrupting their discussion. Todd’s eyes questioned Cara, who shook her head. “Um, we didn’t order this…”
 
   “No, it was phoned in with a message.”
 
   “And who sent the message?” Cara thought she had a good idea.
 
   “The caller didn’t leave a name for you, but they said to tell you that the dessert is excellent, you’ll enjoy it, and congratulations on forming an excellent alliance.”
 
   As the server walked away, Todd and Cara said simultaneously, “Jonathan.”
 
   “He is a class act. If I manage to be half the man he is…”
 
   Cara nodded. “This world would be a perfect place if more men were half the man he is, but just being half the man you seem to be would make it a much better one.”
 
   “So, if I called and asked you out to dinner, a movie, a concert…” Todd watched her closely for some kind of indication of where things stood between her and Jonathan. “Would you even be free to accept an invitation like that?”
 
   “Technically, I suppose I would. Emotionally, however…”
 
   “He’s a lucky guy.”
 
   She grinned. “Thank you. If he ever becomes my arch enemy, I’ll know it’s just me.”
 
   “If he is ever stupid enough to get himself in that spot, I want to be the first to know. Meanwhile, I don’t suppose you have an identical twin, cousin, best friend?” As much of a joke as it was, there was a hint of honest longing in his voice.
 
   “I’m pretty sure my family would fall apart if they discovered more of me out there somewhere. They can barely handle the me they have, but thanks.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   As Cara climbed into her car, she turned on her cellphone again and saw a text message from Jonathan. CALL ME WHEN YOU ARE DONE. EVEN IF IT IS LATE
 
   Cara’s finger hovered over his name on her contact list. Late. He’d said even if it was late. She punched the button, and he answered on first ring. “Jonathan, are you insane? It has to be midnight there.”
 
   “I was curious if you liked the dessert. It’s one of my favorites.”
 
   “Who would have thought peaches and almond would be so good? I like how they didn’t pulverize the fruit. Those super thin slices… oh, man. I have to learn how to make that.”
 
   “Did Derek make it?” 
 
   His attempt at nonchalance failed, bringing a smile to her face. “No, and yes, I had a lovely time. We spent the entire evening talking about you, as a matter of fact.”
 
   “How did you like my little protégé?”
 
   Cara laughed. “Mr. Mennonite himself? I thought I’d heard everything, but an ad agent as a former non-electrical Mennonite… what next?”
 
   “And did he ask you out again?”
 
   Jonathan’s insight amazed her at times. “No, but he would have if I hadn’t made it clear that I wouldn’t accept. How did you know?” 
 
   “After you hung up, I realized that he was paying for the meal out of his own pocket. Delta has a list of approved restaurants for this kind of thing. Ascot isn’t one of them. If he took you guys there, he paid for it himself.”
 
   “But he invited Derek too.”
 
   “And Derek has shown himself too busy to deal with this stuff thus far. It was a calculated risk, but a smart one.”
 
   She jerked the wheel to avoid a large dead animal in the road. “Whoa. Almost hit that thing.” Lights flashed behind her. “I think I’d better go. I’m being pulled over.”
 
   “Stay on the line. I’ll wait until you’re done. I don’t like women being pulled over at this time of night—especially when they’re alone.”
 
   A female officer knocked on the window. Blushing, Cara punched the button and waited for it to roll down. “Sorry, officer, I’m still a bit shaken.”
 
   “You okay? Did your car hit it?”
 
   “No, I missed—barely, but I missed.”
 
   Cara offered her license, but the officer waved her on. “I just wanted to make sure you hadn’t hit it and were on your way off the loop. People do that and then end up surprised when they get stranded with a broken axle or something.”
 
   As the officer walked back to her car, Cara laughed at Jonathan. “Yep. Scary officers at night.”
 
   “I’d still feel better if I knew you’d wait to pull over in a more public area. The section between Rockland and Westbury is dead this time of night.”
 
   “Not on a Friday night!”
 
   Forced to concede her point, Jonathan asked about the rest of her evening. “So did you talk more about your plans for the department, or what?”
 
   “Nope. But, I did hear some of your office gossip. Apparently, the local office thinks you’re moving back to Rockland sometime in the next five years.”
 
   “That’s the plan.”
 
   “Were you,” she said as calmly as she could muster, “planning on sharing any of that with me?”
 
   “In the next four to six months, I should know when that’ll be. I thought I’d wait until I knew something. Otherwise, all I can tell you is, ‘the plan is for me to move back sometime in the next five to ten years.’ Not exactly helpful information.”
 
   “I admire what you’re doing, Jonathan. So do your employees.”
 
   “The Atlanta office isn’t quite as supportive but then they feel more upstaged. They’ll be happy when I go back ‘up north where I belong.’”
 
   That sounded odd to her. Rockland wasn’t exactly New England. When he returned, he’d be the CEO of the entire company. Surely, they’d object more to that than simply a Chief Communications Executive… whatever they did. “So, why are they okay with you being CEO but not CCE? What does a CCE do again?”
 
   “Basically, I’m the agency’s ad agent. I sell us to various markets and help top management know how and what to say.”
 
   “How will that help you as CEO?” Cara didn’t really care what he did or how he did it, but she suddenly felt very tired and wanted him to talk her home.
 
   “I’m not hanging up until you’re safe in your house, so we can talk about scrapbooks or Pilates or anything else you’d like.”
 
   Again, his insight astounded her. “How’d you know?” 
 
   “You yawned twice in a sentence of seven words. I’m not an idiot.”
 
   “Answer the question anyway.”
 
   “Basically, it has taught me to be a diplomat. I started as an office temp in high school, worked up to ad assistant in college, and by the time I graduated, I was a junior ad agent.”
 
   “What ads did you do that I might know?”
 
   “Storyland.”
 
   “You’re never too old.” She sighed. “That was yours? I used to tell my mom that it was such a brilliant campaign because that’s exactly what kids my age always said. ‘I’m too old for that place.’ We stopped saying that after those commercials.”
 
   “The funny thing is, that wasn’t supposed to be the big line. The big line was supposed to be ‘no age limit on fun’, but the girl who did the shoot wasn’t the brightest cracker in the barrel. She kept saying, ‘there’s no fun in age limits’. We tried and tried until finally I said, ‘It’s the other way around. You’re just saying that you’re never too old to have fun.’ She looked at me like I was crazy and said, ‘Well, why don’t I just say that then?’”
 
   “Well, the concept was great. None of us remembered the rides and themes that were more adult. We remembered Goldilocks, Red Riding Hood, Hansel and Gretel’s cottage… We’d all forgotten Rumplestilskin’s spinning wheel or any of the more exciting ones. After those ads, we went all the time.”
 
   “They’d kept the same fairy land type commercials going on for years but ignored a vital demographic…kids with time and money and no need for mom and dad to follow them around. I was so excited to show my favorite rides and places.” The pride and excitement of his first big hit still radiated even after so many years.
 
   “I’m home.”
 
   “You’re not in your house. I still hear your car running.”
 
   As she walked up the steps to her townhome, a movement in the shadows caught her attention. “Who is there?”
 
   Jonathan barked, “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I saw someone—someone near my door.”
 
   “Run to your car, Cara!”
 
   Before she could turn, someone grabbed her and ripped her purse from her shoulder, spinning her in place. She stared into the face of a stranger—shocked. “What—” His hand reached out, jerked the key pendant from her neck, grabbed her phone, turned, and ran. 
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   Jonathan heard her scream, cry, and then nothing. He shouted for her for a minute before the phone went dead. Probably smashed. Immediately, he dialed his local police and told them what he’d heard. “She said she saw someone and then she screamed. About a minute later, the line went dead. I debated calling the Rockland police, but I thought they’d listen to you more than me.”
 
   The moment he got off the phone, he called Cara’s house. The line buzzed—busy. Relief slammed into him. It probably meant she’d made it inside the house—at least he hoped she had. Why else would the phone be busy at that time of night? Again, he dialed his local police and told them that he thought she was okay. “Sorry for bothering you, but I didn’t know what else to do.”
 
   The next time he called, Cara answered quickly. “Jonathan, I’ve got police here, and I can’t talk. He stole your key! I’ll call you tomorrow.”
 
   The phone mocked him for several minutes as he stared at it. Being nearly a thousand miles from her wouldn’t work. He paced his office, sent a few emails, and prayed for hours. Prayed until the sunrise colored the morning sky a perfect flamingo pink. She hadn’t called. He knew she’d said tomorrow and knew she’d probably meant later in the morning at the earliest, but he’d hoped…
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “I want it delivered to her house immediately. Insure it. Thank you.” He disconnected the call, sat the phone in the charger, and hung his head in his hands. Several minutes ticked past before he reached for his mouse and clicked open his insurance company’s website. 
 
   With a heavy sigh, he clicked on the claim link and followed the procedure for filing a claim. He’d only filed one claim and had intended never to do it again, but here he sat, filling in information as though he did it every day. Cara would feel terrible about the loss. He needed to be able to tell her it was taken care of when she called.
 
   Noon came and crawled by on the back of a garden snail. He tried to keep his children occupied and his mind off the call he still hadn’t received, but Jonathan felt lost. Verna offered to stay home, but he knew how she looked forward to her weekends with her children and grandchildren. He couldn’t take advantage of her good nature, no matter how strong the temptation.
 
   By two o’clock, he realized that Cara would need a new phone. By four, he wondered if she’d been more injured than she’d led him to believe; and by six, he began searching the web for Russell and Diane Laas. He hesitated over the number for several minutes before he dialed her home phone instead. An answering machine picked up almost immediately.
 
   “I know you said you’d call, and I know I’m being a pest, but I can’t help feeling helpless and concerned. Can I do anything? Order you a new phone? Have it delivered to your house? Have an alarm system installed? Butt out and get off the line so you can call me? Yeah. I’ll start with that one. I’m praying for you. Bye.”
 
   Habit took over, and before he realized the futility of his actions, he typed a quick text message as well. CARA MIA. I WISH I WAS THERE. JONATHAN
 
   The moment he hit send, he felt like a fool. She’d never get the message. Or would she? His messages would likely be saved until retrieved. He wasn’t sure. Of course, everything would be fine by the time she retrieved it. Then again, he wanted to be there regardless… His trains of thought collided, creating a gory nightmare of emotional carnage.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The night dragged as slowly as the pages in the virtual mug book that Cara spent the next several hours perusing. It had been fascinating to give a description and watch the computer remove anyone who couldn’t fit the description. According to officer Tiller, they could even narrow the suspect down to just those with known tattoos if she’d seen one. However, regardless of her well-lit porch, an African-American male, five feet six to five feet ten didn’t give much description. Not seeing the man’s hair made it difficult to narrow the choices as closely as they’d hoped.
 
   “I’m about to crash, Office Tiller. I think you should scroll back ten pages and save it for me for later. I need sleep.” She reached into her purse for her phone and sighed. “What time is it?”
 
   “It’s nearly four.” The officer looked dead on his feet.
 
   “I’m going home. I’ll come back tomorrow—later today. Whatever.”
 
   As she left the station, a woman stumbled into her. Cara held the door open and assisted her to the counter, calling for an officer. “There’s an injured woman out here!”
 
   A female officer rushed to aid the woman. Cara started to linger and then shook her head. It was none of her business and a desperate need for sleep demanded she go home. At an incredibly slow pace, she drove through the deserted streets of Westbury, parked in her accustomed spot, stepped from her vehicle, and froze. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t climb those steps and walk up to that door again. Not in the dark and not tonight—this morning.
 
   Cara hesitated. She knew her thoughts were ridiculous, but fear won out, and she jumped back in her car, backed out of her parking space, and drove toward her parents’ house. Her phone wouldn’t wake her there.
 
   Russell Laas woke two hours later for an early tee time and found a note from Cara on the refrigerator.
 
   Mom and Dad,
 
   I’m asleep in my old room. I’ll explain later. Please don’t wake me up unless you have to. If Jonathan calls, tell him I’ll call him back. 
 
   Love you,
 
   Cara.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “So, anyway, I got out of my car and decided I didn’t want to walk back up those steps again.”
 
   “Oh, Cara, you could have been hurt!” Diane Laas hugged her daughter, staring horrified at Russell over her shoulder.
 
   “But I wasn’t, Mom. I mean, I knew I was being ridiculous last night, but I was exhausted and I decided to humor myself. I need to go back down to the police station, and I promised to call Jona—.”
 
   Cara stopped mid-sentence, her eyes riveted to the television screen. A police sketch of a man wanted for rape and robbery took over one third of the screen as the news anchor gave the latest “breaking news.” Her finger shook as she pointed to the sketch. “That’s him! That’s the man— She grabbed her purse. “I’ve got to go tell Officer Tiller.”
 
   Heedless of her parents’ questions and her mother’s concerns, Cara jumped in her car and raced toward the police station, ignoring posted speed limits and pushing through a yellow light that should have slowed her down a bit. She burst through the doors, her eyes already looking for familiar faces among the staff from the previous evening.
 
   “Hello, I was hoping to find Officer Tiller?”
 
   “He won’t be on duty until nine o’clock.” The bored tone of this officer rankled.
 
   “Who do I speak to about my case and another open case?”
 
   “What case?”
 
   “I was robbed last night. I spent several hours going through your database and then went home for a nap. While I was eating breakfast—” she saw the clock and amended her words, “well, late lunch I guess, I saw this face on the news. Someone had sketched it. He’s wanted for rape and robbery.”
 
   The man pulled a sheet from a desk behind him and laid it on the counter. “Him?”
 
   “That’s the one. That’s the guy from last night! He stole my phone, my purse, and—” Cara choked. “—my necklace.”
 
   “Your name?”
 
   Cara gave her full name, the name of both officers who had met her at her home, and then asked, “Do you think it can possibly be the same man? I mean, robbed us both but not attacked—”
 
   The man, flipping through her report, interrupted her abruptly. “It says here you were talking on your cellphone when he attacked and that you told whoever you were talking to that someone was there?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “That probably saved you. He knew whoever it was would send help to you. He just didn’t have time.”
 
   “I wonder if anyone looked to see if my phone was lying around anywhere close. He didn’t wear gloves…”
 
   “I’m sure they looked, but it was dark. I’ll send someone over to get another look, just in case. Getting a fingerprint could help us nab this guy faster.”
 
   She spoke with the sketch artist, asked for a few slight changes to the man’s face, and then nodded with satisfaction. “That’s almost perfect. I’d be curious to know if the other woman agrees.” Cara hesitated. “Are you allowed to tell me if they found her anywhere near my house?”
 
   “Well, I’m not sure where it happened. I wasn’t here when she came in; she walked all the way here.”
 
   Instinctively, Cara knew it was the woman she’d seen as she left that morning. “Can you give her my number—in case she wants to talk or something?” She frowned. “Well, it’ll go to voicemail until I get a new phone, but still.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   It would be dark in an hour. She needed to get home before it was too late, but Cara wanted nothing more than to turn her car around and drive back to her parents’ house once more. She could do it. She could wash her clothes, wear them to church the next day, and come home afterward. It wouldn’t hurt anything…
 
   Resolutely, she snapped the blinker, changed lanes, and turned left on the main road to her home. Her attitude had moved from understandable to a bit ridiculous. She needed to face the bugaboo before it took over her life. Within minutes, she had parked her car, held her keys ready to open her door or gouge out any eye that got in her way, and had climbed the steps to her townhome. The light on that side of the building still illuminated everything.
 
   Thankful for a west facing door, Cara opened the door, slammed it shut behind her, and slid the dead bolt into place. “I feel like an idiot. The odds of him coming back are so far out there that it’s ridiculous.” 
 
   Keeping up a running mumbled monologue, Cara rushed upstairs, grabbed her favorite silky pajama shorts and camisole, her ratty robe, and climbed into the tub. She’d sit with her bubbles until her toes wrinkled, the water chilled, and she felt utterly relaxed. She lit candles all around her and soaked as the sun’s light gave way to moonlight, plunging her bathroom into darkness illuminated only by the few flickering flames of her candles.
 
   Water splashed over her chin. Cara sat up, her heart pounding. She’d fallen asleep. Climbing from the tub, she hurried to the shower, turned on both spray nozzles, and thanked the Lord, something she did nearly every time she showered, that she’d paid extra for the second showerhead. Her hair clean, the stress of the past week gone, Cara pulled on her comfy lounging clothes and jogged downstairs. She’d have Indian delivered—something nice and savory.
 
   The answering machine light flashed rapidly, telling her she had several messages. Officer Tiller, her mother, Todd Graham, her mother, her cousin Kirky, her mother, her father begging her to call her mother, Carly demanding to know why she wasn’t answering her cellphone, Jonathan…
 
   “Oh, no!” She glanced at the clock. He’d called two hours ago. He must be worried. Well, she couldn’t do much about it now. She ordered her dinner and then punched his phone number into her phone, praying she remembered it. It was wrong. She tried again. Another wrong number.
 
   Frantically, she called her mother. “Mom, help! I promised I’d call Jonathan back and I don’t have his number. It was in my cellphone.”
 
   “Call information.” The answer came quickly and automatically.
 
   “They don’t have him. Men like Jonathan Lyman have unlisted numbers.”
 
   “His mother?”
 
   “In my cellphone. I can’t think of anyone who might—unless—Julia?”
 
   “You could try. Meanwhile, email him while you try to find him. Maybe he’s online.” Diane jumped into the spirit of things. “I was worried about you when you didn’t call back. I didn’t realize you didn’t have your phone.”
 
   “Guess I didn’t tell you that. Sorry. Okay, I’ve got to call him. I said I’d call today, and today is almost over.”
 
   Cara called her cousin, got a number for Jonathan’s aunt, called that number, and got a number for his mother. Finally, she reached Mrs. Lyman as her fingers hit send on her email. “Oh, Mrs. Lyman, I’m so sorry to bother you, but I was supposed to call Jonathan back—long story—anyway, my cellphone is gone and without it, I don’t have his number. Would you mind giving me that number or asking him to call me again?”
 
   “Of course I’ll give you the number.” His mother seemed to hesitate. “Cara, are you okay? You sound a little out of breath.”
 
   “Frankly, no, but I will be. I just feel awful that I said I’d call today, and as you can see, today is nearly gone.”
 
   Jonathan picked up first ring. “I almost didn’t recognize your number. Are you okay? Irritated at me for not leaving you alone?”
 
   “Irritated? I feel like a jerk for not calling yet. I’ve had the worst twenty-four hours of my life and then I had no way to call. Your number is in my cellphone.”
 
   Jonathan sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t even think about that.” The silence on the phone wasn’t their comfortable togetherness she’d grown accustomed to. Instead, it felt strained, awkward. “Cara, are you okay?”
 
   “No.” She knew she sounded like a child with a scraped knee.
 
   “Want to tell me about it?”
 
   “No.” Cara nearly groaned at the even more pathetic sound of her response. She needed him to be strong for her—for him to talk. But would he?
 
   “Well,” he began as if he’d read her mind and accepted the unspoken challenge. “How about mail? Did you get any mail today?”
 
   “I didn’t check.” Her voice shrank to child-like tones. “I don’t want to go out there.”
 
   “Aw, Cara mia, you don’t have to go out there. No packages or anything?” He sounded confused. 
 
   “Well, if they did come, I wasn’t here all day. I was at the police station until four this morning, tried to come home, couldn’t do it, went to my parents’ house, went back to the police station, and almost didn’t come home again.” She thought for a moment. “Should I be expecting something?”
 
   “Well, I did have something sent to your house today.”
 
   “Let me call Frank down at the office and see if it was left there for me. I wonder if he’d walk it over…” The doorbell rang. “I think that’s my dinner.”
 
   “Let me have his number. I’ll call and you answer your door. Just don’t hang up.”
 
   Her laughter felt normal—comfortable. “If I don’t hang up, how will you call Frank?” Everything would be all right eventually. “I’ll just—”
 
   “I’ll use the landline to call him. I’m ready for the number.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   While Cara paid for her dinner, Jonathan called the association office, spoke to Frank, and discovered that a package had been left for her. In the middle of his own dinner, Frank promised to run it up to Cara after dessert. “I was going to go see her anyway. When I heard what happened—and now they’re saying the guy’s a rapist. She got off easy.”
 
   Jonathan fought to catch his breath. “Thank you. She’s on the other line, so I’d better go. I think she’s feeling a little jittery.”
 
   Cara chatted as she filled her plate and carried it and her phone to her couch. “Want some curry chicken?”
 
   “Frank has your box, and I will take that curry, thank you very much. Mac and cheese and chicken nuggets with green beans isn’t my idea of a fascinating dinner.”
 
   “Verna off for the night?”
 
   “Weekend,” Jonathan contradicted. “She doesn’t work weekends.”
 
   “That explains why you’re still overworked on weekends. I still think you should hire someone to give you a few hours once a week.”
 
   “I might.” He pinched his nose, still struggling to process Frank’s comment. “I thought I’d keep talking at least until Frank gets there. Do you mind?”
 
   “Do I mind if you talk to me… oh, yeah, that’s something I get so tired of, Jonathan-I-never-shut-up-Lyman.” Cara’s mocking tone sounded almost normal.
 
   It didn’t last. Jonathan heard her plate clatter to the floor as tears flowed freely. “He got your key. He took the one thing I would hate to lose most. How could he take my key?”
 
   “I doubt he went for the jugular on purpose. He just wanted whatever you had of value.”
 
   “He didn’t take my earrings.”
 
   “You were on the phone,” Jonathan reminded her. “He couldn’t risk it.” A new thought occurred to him. “Or maybe he didn’t see them with your phone covering and your hair—” Jonathan remembered his request for hair up and sighed.
 
   Her whimper returned. Between sobs, she told him about the other woman. “If you hadn’t been talking to me—”
 
   “Shh. I was. That’s all that matters. You’re safe, and they’re going to catch this guy.”
 
   “But that poor woman…”
 
   Jonathan didn’t know what to do. His natural instinct was to comfort her the same way he always comforted Riley, but it felt like treating her like a child too. As her tears became more audible, he threw hesitation aside and began to sing in his slightly off-key voice, “Be not dismayed what e’er betide. God will take care of you…”
 
   Through every verse, with every passing minute, Jonathan kept singing. He felt like a fool. Harboring no grand illusions about his ability to sing, he remembered how Lily had sometimes winced as she heard him singing to the children and grimaced. Cara probably prayed that he’d stop. Finally, the last word wavered on his breath as he finished.
 
   “Thank you. That was—that was just what I needed to hear.”
 
   “I wish I sounded—” he hesitated, searching for the right word, but failed. “Better.”
 
   “You sounded wonderful to me. Oh!” A knock at the door startled her. “I think Frank is here.”
 
   “Make sure you look outside first.”
 
   “Oh, Jonathan. I can’t live like this.”
 
   “Open the door; I’m getting impatient.”
 
   He heard her open the door and heard Frank ask if he could do anything for her. She thanked him, and even across the miles, Jonathan could hear the eagerness in her voice—eagerness to shut and bolt the door again. “It’s a brown box…small. Oh, ugh.”
 
   Discouragement filled Jonathan’s gut. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I dropped my plate of food all over the carpet. I’m going to have to have my carpets cleaned.”
 
   “They’ll never be able to do it. They’d have to completely pack your house and unpack it again.”
 
   “Oh, hush!” She sliced the tape off the box and folded back the flaps, ignoring the plate of food still upturned in front of her couch. “Oh, no! No! Jonathan!”
 
   Alone in his home office, Jonathan grinned. He heard both the excitement and pleasure hidden between tones of dismay. She liked it, even if she wasn’t comfortable admitting it. “I couldn’t leave you there without the key—”
 
   “But he stole the key. He has it and I want the key back.” Cara sighed. “I sound like some histrionic drama queen from junior high.”
 
   “Well, as is usual in cases of robbery and such, I had the locks changed and you needed the new key.”
 
   A giggle escaped before she could prevent it. “Oh, that’s bad. That’s really pathetic.”
 
   “Look what you gave me to work with!”
 
   “Touché.” Cara fingered the key. “I miss the heart. It’s beautiful,” she hastened to add, as if afraid to sound ungrateful. “I just liked seeing the heart.”
 
   “Turn it upside down.”
 
   Upside down, the trio of rings that gave her key a slightly Celtic look did look like a heart. “Oh! I wouldn’t have thought—”
 
   “I wanted you to have a heart. I could have gone for the silver, but it’s just costume jewelry. It seemed like I’d be replacing something of value with a cheap imitation.”
 
   “You didn’t have to. I can only imagine how expensive that key was, and now it has cost you twice or more as much.”
 
   “Not at all. I filed the insurance claim and it’ll be settled in no time.”
 
   “Insurance? You had insurance on my pendant?” He waited as she fumbled with something. “I didn’t realize you could do that! I was going to ask my homeowner’s agent if it was covered.”
 
   “Don’t. Your premiums will go up. I carry special jewelry insurance on all of the pieces I buy. I only buy for mother and my collection, but I added that one by habit.”
 
   She twirled the key between her fingers. “I think I’m going to keep this in the drawer by my bed until you come back. I think maybe if you put this one on me it’ll stay put.”
 
   “I’ll be there in the morning.”
 
   “Don’t you dare!” Cara’s spunk seemed to return completely with that order. “I’d feel even worse than I do now.”
 
   “Stop it.” An authoritative edge entered his voice unbidden. Taking a deep breath, he reminded himself that he had no right to speak like that, and tried again. “Cara mia, please don’t do that. All of your guilt just takes away from my gift. If you don’t want the ‘key to my heart,’ by all means, tell me now while I might recover.” His gentle teasing held a note of seriousness. “But, if it’s just about the money, please drop it. I’m no Midas, but I can well afford the pendant. I wanted you to have it. I tried—” He swallowed hard. “I tried to share my heart in giving it…”
 
   “Thank you, Jonafan. I love my key.”
 
   “Will you do something for me?”
 
   “Anything.” Cara’s confidence seemed restored for the moment.
 
   “Will you call Carly and ask her to come and stay with you?”
 
   “Will you ever say the wrong thing at the wrong time?”
 
   Jonathan chuckled, feeling at last as if things might just be normal again. “Frequently. Trust me.”
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   The next week passed by in a whirlwind of meetings, reports, two family dinners, and several calls from Officer Tiller. Twice, they thought they’d caught the man. Twice, Cara and the other victim left the station disappointed. 
 
   Carly spent any night Cara expected to be home late at Cara’s house. Jonathan called, emailed, and sent flowers to cheer her when a botched presentation earned her a bawling out by Derek. It had been truly one of the worst weeks of Cara’s life. By Friday night, she ached for a nice, long, relaxing weekend. Alone.
 
   The sun had set and twilight rapidly approached as she reached the walkway to her home. A man stood on her porch, lingering in the shadows. Cara saw him and her panic meter revved into overdrive. She turned, kicked off her shoes, ran across the yard, down the steps to the parking area, and jumped in her car. By the time she turned on the motor and backed out, a familiar face beamed at her through the windshield. 
 
   Cara rolled down the window. “Jacob Laban! What do you think you’re doing!”
 
   His familiar laughter sent waves of nausea over her. How had she found that attractive? She remembered days when she’d swooned over that laugh. Now it sounded like a sick hyena to her. Furious, she pulled back into the parking space and stormed from the car.
 
   “Do you have any idea how terrifying it was to see someone skulking in my doorway?”
 
   “Skulking? I was waiting for you. I heard about your attack—”
 
   “So,” she rephrased, each word dripping with sarcasm. “You decided it made sense to stand in the shadows of the house of the woman who just got attacked by a robber/rapist? I had no idea you were so asinine.”
 
   Jacob stepped back, visibly shaken. “Wow, I heard you’d changed, but I never thought I’d hear you swear.”
 
   Cara physically put her hand to her jaw to ensure it didn’t gape. Had he always been such an idiot? “Um, Jacob. I did not swear. It’s called making good use of our wide and varied language. Had I sworn, you’d recognize it as a four-letter rather than a seven-letter word.”
 
   “Anyway, I heard about you and came right over. I was concerned.” Jacob dismissed the vocabulary discussion by ignoring it completely.
 
   “Well, I’m fine. Thanks for asking.” She inserted her key and opened the door. When she turned to bid him “good evening,” he was gone. “Well, good day to you too.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Cara whirled. “What are you—how did you—aaaak.”
 
   “So, did they catch the guy yet?” Jacob seemed oblivious to Cara’s discomfort.
 
   For several minutes, she answered his questions in noncommittal tones and went about her evening routine. She placed shoes back in their clear plastic boxes in the coat closet. The sight of them drove her a little mad with frustration. Hadn’t she kicked them off in her flight from Jacob? When had she picked them up again?
 
   Jacob asked questions and generally made a nuisance of himself while Cara set her laptop on her desk in her scrapping room and plugged in the charger. As she opened her mail, she filed and shredded each piece, taking as long as she possibly could. 
 
   Frustrated, she stormed into the kitchen and began pulling out frozen berries and yogurt. Perhaps a pre-dinner smoothie would cool her off. As she poured it into a glass, she hesitated. Should she offer him one? It seemed rude not to at least offer, but she did not want him to accept, and deep in her heart, she knew he would. “Would you like a smoothie before you go?”
 
   “Where am I going?”
 
   “Look, Jacob, I didn’t invite you here. I have plans for this evening, so, as rude as it sounds, you have fifteen minutes and then you need to leave.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “That,” she answered as she passed him a glass, “is none of your business.”
 
   Sipping her berry smoothie, Cara punched her answering machine button and picked up her pen. As she took notes regarding a last minute Sunday school need, exterminator scheduler, and her mother’s latest outfit scheme, Jacob wandered through her kitchen and living room, flipping doilies, shifting clocks, and poking pillows as though a bargain hunter at a garage sale. Immediately, Cara made a mental note to thank Jonathan for showing respect for her things, even if he didn’t like them.
 
   The last message warmed her heart. “I was just on the way home from a business dinner and realized that the ball is just four weeks away, and I didn’t know if you had covered the dress bases or not. I’ll be happy to have Mom call you. Oh, and I realized that your birthday is only two weeks after that, so why don’t we celebrate that while I’m in town too? Think you’ll have time? Okay, hitting some horrible traffic near home. Must be an accident. Better go.”
 
   “Who was that?” The suspicious tone in Jacob’s voice would have been comical had it not been so audacious.
 
   “A dear friend. Okay, time’s up. Goodnight. Thanks for the concern. Thanks for stopping by. It’s been good to catch up.”
 
   “I wanted to take you out to dinner.”
 
   “Well, I’m not available, am I? I think I told you that fifteen minutes ago.” Had he really expected to pick up where they left off—left off five years ago?
 
   “Tomorrow night?”
 
   With every ounce of patience she had left, Cara took his glass and hers to the sink, rinsed them, and turned them upside down on a kitchen towel. She’d wash them later. “Jacob, why are you here? Really. Don’t give me this ‘I was worried about you when I heard’ garbage. You could have called if you were worried. What’s going on?”
 
   He tried to lead her to the couch, but she stood in the way and slowly backed him to the door. “You’re not staying, Jacob. Just tell me what you’re doing here and then go home. I’m tired, I have plans, and I don’t have time to play games.”
 
   “I just missed you and when I heard—” He gave her the same puppy dog look that had once melted her in an instant. “I decided I wasn’t going to let another day go by without calling.”
 
   “You didn’t call, you came.” She stared at him dumbfounded. When had she grown so cold? She felt no sympathy for him whatsoever. 
 
   “Well, I started to call and then I thought you might still be mad at me about graduation so—”
 
   “You’re kidding me, right?” A look at Jacob’s face told her he was most certainly not kidding. “That was five years ago, Jacob. Honestly. How immature do you think I am? We dated in college; you were done when college was done. It’s over. I get it.”
 
   “But I was just scared and stupid, and by the time I figured out what was wrong; it’d been a year or two…” Her jaw nearly dropped again as she realized he was actually trying to determine if it had been more than two years. “Anyway, I was embarrassed. But when I heard, I decided, embarrassed or not, I had to come make things right with you.”
 
   “Make them right?” Cara’s echo sounded inane even to her own ears.
 
   “Well, you know. Apologize. Start over. We’re both older and more mature now. I’m ready to settle down; you have a good career. We’re in a better position to move forward.”
 
   Her first inclination was to laugh. She couldn’t imagine anything more hysterical at that moment than Jacob talking about “moving forward,” as though the past five years hadn’t disappeared in the interim. She’d grown, moved on, and after about three months of disappointment in the beginning, was quite relieved that he’d saved her from what probably would have been the biggest heartbreak of her life—a life with him with no escape.
 
   However, the hopeful eagerness in his eyes, memories of happy times all those years ago, and her typical gentle nature, prevented her from saying or doing something she’d later regret. “I didn’t hear an apology anywhere, Jacob.”
 
   “I should have talked to you about my fears instead of just dumping you like that. It was wrong and immature of me. I’m sorry.”
 
   A more sincere apology, Cara had never heard. All walls of self-preservation crumbled. “I forgive you, Jacob. I think you felt pressured by me and everyone around us. I was just as wrong for not seeing that. Please forgive me.” With the door open, Cara nudged him through it. She smiled and gave him a weak wave. “I’m really glad you came by.” Jacob started to protest, but Cara just murmured, “Goodnight,” and shut the door.
 
   “I’ll call…” Jacob told her when, but she didn’t listen. 
 
   The last thing Cara needed was to dread a call that she knew would be awkward. She refused to let him believe that they would pick up their relationship as though time froze them for a few years and then allowed them to defrost and continue to grow closer again.
 
   Shrugging off the discomfort of future unpleasantness, Cara climbed the stairs, grabbed her waterproof mp3 player, and started a bath. She intended, for the second time in a week, to soak out her stress and frustrations until she felt fully relaxed. And, for the second time in as many days, she forgot to call Jonathan before she sank beneath the bubbles, lost in the haunting music of Celtic Woman. 
 
   Every ounce of strength seemed to dissolve beneath the surface of the water as she let the words and music of “Caledonia” wash over her, soothing her heart, soul, and mind. She loved, craved these moments of respite from the corporate world and the demands on her time from friends and relatives, and somehow, they left her spirit ready for feeding from the Word. Cara tried to explain it to her mother once, but failed. How the voices of women that Cara couldn’t hope to sing along with could possibly prepare her mind for trysts with the Lord would likely remain an unsolved mystery.
 
   Comfortably clad in her favorite summer pajamas, Cara skipped downstairs to find something for dinner. Cool air blasted her as she stared in to her empty fridge—empty save a dozen or so cans of Slim-Fast. Automatically, she closed the door and opened her freezer before opening the fridge again. Slim-fast. Jonathan. She’d forgotten to call again.
 
   Dinner ignored, Cara grabbed her phone and carried it to the couch. She turned her CD player on and the sound of “Danny Boy” washed through the room. With the volume turned to barely audible, she dialed Jonathan’s number and waited for him to answer. However, Bryson answered with a carefully rehearsed, “Lyman residence, may I ask who is calling?”
 
   “Hello, Bryson! It’s Cara. How are you this evening?”
 
   “I’m good. Daddy is washing Riley’s hair. She got syrup in it.”
 
   She smiled at the mental picture of Riley’s little pigtails dipped in syrup. “Syrup? What were you eating?”
 
   “Daddy made breakfast for dinner. We had eggs, sausage, and waffles for dinner. Daddy makes the best waffles ever. I know his secret, but I’m not supposed to tell.”
 
   “Well, then,” Cara said solemnly. “I think I’ll have to get him to tell me himself. That way I know but you didn’t break your word. What else did you and Riley do today?”
 
   For the next ten minutes, Cara listened as Bryson told her about writing his whole name all by himself, how Riley learned to recognize the first letter of her name, and how she’d colored on the butcher-block counter that day. “Oh, my. That must have been hard to clean!”
 
   “Gramby scrubbed most of it off, but then she had to use sandpaper to get the rest off, and then she had to use the oil again. Riley had to watch and help the whole time. I don’t think she’ll color on the counters again.”
 
   “I should think not!” She forced her voice into a conspiratorial tone. “Did you color on the counters when you were little?”
 
   “No, but I colored in a book once. The drawings were black and white, so I thought it was a coloring book. Gramby was very mad.”
 
   “So, did you have to erase it all?” Cara didn’t know what to do with a child who colored in a book.
 
   “No, but I had to bring every book on my shelf to her and ask if I could color in it or not for practice.”
 
   “Oh, dear! I guess that would help you remember which ones you could and couldn’t color in.” The idea seemed harsh to Cara.
 
   “Gramby said it was to help me remember to ask before I did something. It worked though. I remember to ask now, and I remember which books I can color in and which I can’t.”
 
   “And how is Gramby this evening?” Cara didn’t know much about Jonathan’s housekeeper/nanny except that she wasn’t home on weekends.
 
   “She went to Athens tonight. She’s not coming home until Monday afternoon, so we’re going to work with Daddy on Monday!”
 
   While waiting for Jonathan to return, Bryson regaled her with stories of how he stomped a spider for Riley, how well his little flowers he’d planted were growing, and how he wanted to see a movie another child at the park had told him about. Before she could ask the name of the strange sounding movie, she heard Jonathan call the boy’s name. A moment later, he asked who Bryson was talking to.
 
   “Miss Cara. Is it my turn for a bath?”
 
   “Um…yes. How long has Miss Cara been on the phone?”
 
   Bryson immediately asked Cara for the requested information. “She says ‘awhile.’ I think she needs to learn to be a little more spasmodic. Awhile doesn’t say much, does it?”
 
   Cara’s laughter erupted at the exact moment his own snicker escaped. “I think you mean specific. Spasmodic is when your body jerks around. Gramby uses that word for when people are dancing on TV.”
 
   “Does pacific mean that you say exactly what it is instead of just sort of what it is?”
 
   “Pacific is an ocean, Bry. Specific means more detailed. That’s the word you want, yes.” She heard Jonathan take the phone from his son. “I agree with Bryson. You need to be more specific. Just how long have you been on the phone with him?”
 
   “Oh, about half an hour. You were giving Riley a bath because she got hair in her syrup. Oh, and I want that recipe for waffles. Then I heard all about some weird movie that a kid at the park told Bryson about, I discovered that he’s my little hero because he stomps spiders and grows flowers, and I learned that when children color in books, you can’t make them erase it but you can make them practice asking which books are okay to color in. I had a very illuminating conversation with your son.”
 
   Jonathan’s groan revealed his mortification before he said, “I have to give Bry a bath. Can I call you back when he’s in bed?”
 
   “Sure. I need to order my dinner anyway. My fridge is empty except for Slim-Fast and I—”
 
   “I’ll order for you and make it a surprise. I know the best place to get—anyway; it’ll be there by the time I call you back.”
 
   While Cara waited for her dinner, she dimmed the lights, lit candles, grabbed her favorite summer weight robe, and dug her new can of pepper spray from the bottom of her purse. The leather loop on her purse looked ready to break at any moment. Tomorrow, she’d spend the day in several of her favorite stores doing a search for a new favorite purse.
 
   The phone rang simultaneously with the doorbell. Still feeling jittery at answering the door after dark, Cara answered the phone first, telling Jonathan to wait until she’d finished with the delivery person. One peek into the dinner box and Cara salivated like a basset hound. “Oh, boy! Stuffed mushrooms, filet mignon, grilled veggies, and…” she bit her lip trying to open the container. “Cheesecake. Oh, man that looks good.”
 
   “I make a great dinner, don’t I?”
 
   “Mmm hmmm…” Cara’s mouth was already stuffed with the mushroom. “This is so good.”
 
   “Did today get any better?”
 
   “Uh huh. About five minutes ago.” Cara chewed her steak slowly, savoring every bite. She glanced around her for a drink and then hurried back into the kitchen, pulling out her favorite sparkling water flavor and pouring a glass. “Thanks.”
 
   “I’m glad.”
 
   Sensing that Jonathan just wanted to hear about her day, and unwilling to eat cold food, she turned up her CD and ate with the phone on speaker, making occasional comments but not really discussing anything. Jonathan picked up her cue and changed the conversation. “I cannot believe you are a shabby chic freak and a lover of Celtic Woman. Could our tastes be more opposite?”
 
   “You don’t like Celtic Woman?” Had she considered it, Cara wouldn’t have been surprised. Most of her friends and family didn’t like the all-female group. Only she and Carly enjoyed their current addiction.
 
   “They sound like they’re in pain.”
 
   Cara laughed, thankful that he couldn’t see her mouthful of food. “Oh, they do not.” At that moment, the woman hit a particularly high note. “How can you call that painful?”
 
   “How can you not?” His chuckle kept his words from sounding critical.
 
   Cara finished her last bite of steak and vegetables and pushed her plate away. “I think I’ll save my dessert for later. I’m stuffed.”
 
   “Must be the mushrooms.”
 
   “Very funny.” Cara curled back into her favorite corner of the couch and closed her eyes. It had been an amazing meal. 
 
   “So, what kept today from being a better day than the rest of the week?” He sighed. “Yes, I just want to hear you talk. I’ve waited all day for this moment.”
 
   “That’s not flattering or totally endearing,” Cara murmured, closing her eyes. At his chuckle, she decided to cooperate. “Well, Locksley created a mess of epic proportions, Tina’s husband was sent to the hospital, and when I got home, a man was lurking in the shadows of my doorway. I almost had a heart attack.”
 
   “What!”
 
   “Oh, yes. You’ve got to hear this. So I’m walking to my door, already feeling squiffy about it—”
 
   “Squiffy?”
 
   “Shush. I’m telling the story. And I see this guy standing there. I guess he was leaning against the corner waiting, but it looked to me like he was hiding, so I kicked off my shoes—Again, she wondered how she’d managed to retrieve them without realizing it. “Anyway,” with every detail imaginable, Cara told the story of running from Jacob, nearly running Jacob over, and then his subsequent apology.
 
   “Well, that was unexpected.” Jonathan sounded like he didn’t know what to say.
 
   “Awkward too. He acts like we’ll just pick up where we left off, as if nothing ever happened. I’ve changed but he hasn’t.” She paused, thinking. “Or hasn’t from what I can tell.”
 
    “Okay, that sounds strange. Why is that a problem?”
 
   “Oh, Jonathan, it’s so embarrassing. I can tell he’s exactly the same man he used to be, but he’s so… um… shallow!”
 
   “So, I take it you won’t be calling him tomorrow morning for coffee?”
 
   “I didn’t get his number, thankfully, so I guess I’ll have to forgo that pleasure.” Cara winced. “Jonathan, why am I so,” she fumbled for the right word, “unconcerned about his feelings. I don’t want to be that person.”
 
   “It sounds to me like he’s either one of those men who mistake sympathy and kindness for interest, or you don’t trust yourself with him.”
 
   “You nailed it with the first one.” She shook her head at the idea she didn’t trust herself with him. “I didn’t know he was that way, but he is. I literally had to throw him out of here. He just didn’t get it.” She thought for a moment. “You’ve met Chuck Majors, right? Didn’t you say something to Vince?”
 
   “I’ve met Chuck.” Jonathan couldn’t imagine another Chuck.
 
   “Well, Jacob doesn’t have the social awkwardness of Chuck—he’s not rude or anything. However, the self-centeredness… yeah. That’s Jacob. How did I not see it? And,” she continued before he could answer, “how did I not understand when my friends weren’t sorry to see him go. I just thought they were trying to be cheerful for me. I think they were cheering for me.”
 
   “Sounds like it.”
 
   Cara remembered Jacob’s intrusion of her space and said, “Um, Jonathan?”
 
   “Yeah?” The dread in his voice caused strange and delightful flip-flops in her heart.
 
   “I just want to thank you.”
 
   “Am I allowed to know what for?”
 
   She smiled at the decided flirtation in his tone. “For respecting me and my property—even if you don’t like it. Jacob walked through here, poking this and flipping that. The way he treated my possessions reminded me of a snob at a flea market—but worse. I felt violated just watching him.”
 
   “I’m the one who ticked you off about your clocks.”
 
   “Very punny,” she retorted with a snort. “No, but you didn’t disrespect me in doing it. At the time I didn’t get that. I do now. You cared about not offending me. He was just rude and insulting and he didn’t even say anything about it.”
 
   “So, I don’t need to order new contacts?”
 
   “You wear contacts?”
 
   “Yep. I wore glasses until I had the kids, but after the third broken pair, I got contacts. Do I need to put an order in for green ones?”
 
   “Not on my account. Mom and I are buying fabric tomorrow for my dress, and I wouldn’t go through that for just anyone.”
 
   “Go through what?” 
 
   “Shopping for fabric with my mom is probably as exciting for me as…” Her mind whizzed for a good analogy. “Um… shoe shopping would be for you—if you went with me, anyway.”
 
   “Are you buying heels? Wearing a nice skirt…”
 
   “Oh, stop it! Okay, shopping for fabric with my mom for me is like you going to a Celtic Woman concert would be for you.” A hint of smugness entered her voice as she spoke. That analogy couldn’t be any more perfect.
 
   “I’ll pray for you.”
 
   She yawned. “I’m going to bed. Goodnight, Jonafan.”
 
   “Night, Cara mia.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730308]Chapter Twenty
 
   “This green is perfect though!”
 
   “Mom, we don’t even know what you’re making yet. How can we know if this green is perfect?” Cara’s exhaustion screamed for her to just buy the fabric and leave the store, but she knew the odds of her mother having six yards of unusable fabric were high if they couldn’t find a dress option.
 
   “I’m getting it. We’ll go down to the Row and see what some of the boutiques have for ideas.”
 
   A worse idea, she couldn’t imagine. Hours of torture lay ahead of her. Not good. While her mother took the bolt of shimmering silk charmeuse to the cutting table, Cara slid open her phone and sent a text message to Jonathan. *WHISPERS* SAVE ME FROM THE MADNESS
 
   Before her mother paid for the fabric, Jonathan’s reply chimed on her phone. WILL I LIKE IT?
 
   Giggling, she snapped a picture of the fabric and sent back a stinging retort. IT IS JUST A PUDDLE OF GREEN FABRIC. YOU TELL ME
 
   He sent back one word almost immediately. TOGA?
 
   Diane glanced sharply at Cara’s titter. Cara shrugged and passed the phone to her mother. Blinking twice, Diane figured out how to manipulate the keys on Cara’s new phone and sent back her own message. NOT WHEN I AM DONE WITH IT
 
   The phone rang almost instantly. Diane answered it, sending Cara into a new fit of giggles. “I thought at least you might have some confidence in my ability to appropriately dress my daughter. Although she seems blind to my one and only talent, I was sure you had eyes, anyway.”
 
   “Mrs. Laas, I have every confidence in your ability to create the perfect gown. Cara will be stunning if she goes in a grocery sack, but you’ll ensure she knocks the whole room dead.”
 
   “That’s one way to get her for yourself.”
 
   Cara smiled at Jonathan’s laughter. Whatever he’d said, he had definitely scored points with her mother. All the way out the door, to the car, and halfway to the Row, Diane talked to Jonathan, while Cara listened, wondering at the strange things her mother said. What did mulch, concerts, and hamburgers have to do with anything? 
 
   She retrieved her phone as she parked. “Sorry, no more talking to my mother. She has stories I am not prepared to have you hear. We’re shopping now. Pray.” His laughter filled the air until the phone disconnected him.
 
   After the third store, Cara called him back. “Send me five pictures of dresses you would expect to see at this thing. Mom and I have opposing ideas of what we’re looking for, and I am tired of trying on the equivalent of wedding gowns in bright colors.”
 
   “I thought bridal shopping was every woman’s favorite pastime.”
 
   “That depends on if you are getting married or not and if things actually fit you.”
 
   “You don’t make sense, Cara.” Jonathan’s voice strained at his attempt to hide his frustration. “What do you mean things don’t fit?”
 
   “I told you. I’m short. I’m short waisted—”
 
   “What does that mean again? I recognize the term, but…” Jonathan apologized. “Just don’t remember.”
 
   “Okay, find your bottom rib… the last one. Feel it? Now, find your hip. How many inches between them?”
 
   “A full span from my little finger to my index fully extended.”
 
   “On me that’s like six inches, but I bet it’s around nine or so for you. I thought you were longer waisted. I have an inch and a half. If I’m standing up very straight.”
 
   The airspace lay silent for a few seconds. “How do most women average?” 
 
   “Around four is average, I think.”
 
   Again, a hint of silence. “And that means?”
 
   “It means that there are an extra two and a half or three inches in length… at least, in every dress I try on. They bunch at the waist, or they’re really tight across the hip because where the waist should be hitting, my hips are mocking me.”
 
   “Now that makes sense. Maybe you should just shop in petite?”
 
   Exasperated, Cara tried explaining once more. “Petite is for shorter people who are proportioned normally. I am short everywhere but my legs. I have ridiculously long legs for the rest of my body.”
 
   “I li—”
 
   Cara sighed. “Don’t even go there. Just get me the stupid pictures.” Without waiting for a reply, she hung up the phone, lifted another dozen yards of fabric from the floor, and walked out to show her mother how ridiculous she looked—again.
 
   “Mom, this is all wrong. I need something more like an evening gown. This is too poofy.”
 
   “It’s a ball gown! The clerk—”
 
   “Fashion assistant, Mom,” Cara corrected quickly before the woman’s insulted expression transformed into uncooperativeness.
 
   “Right. Anyway, she said that people were shopping for these gowns, for the ball. Surely she should know!” Diane tried to keep her voice low but frustration sent it into a stage whisper that the entire store could hear.
 
   “I look like a fairy godmother!”
 
   “You look like a princess.”
 
   “If it was white, I’d need a veil!” Cara’s voice rose ever so slightly.
 
   “Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Cara.” Diane poked at the waist, trying to adjust it to see how it would look designed for a different body type. “You’ll want a different waist for that. Something to give the illusion of a torso.”
 
   “I think I’ll just go with Regency and look pregnant,” Cara muttered as she swished back into the dressing room where an attendant appeared at just the right moment to unzip her and then disappeared for privacy. Lord, I love these attendants. Can we make an agreement that someday I’ll be able to afford shopping—nah. It won’t work. I just won’t fit into what I like.
 
   Several pictures flew through the phone in rapid succession. The first three looked like the kinds of gowns Cara had been searching for, the fourth was almost an exact match for the dress she’d just tried on, the fifth was a formal floor length skirt and beaded wrap top affair, and the last was a picture of Jonathan and his children smiling into the camera. A quick text message read, ARE WE WORTH IT?
 
   YOU’D BETTER BE, was the only retort she could manufacture with a brain fried from too much taffeta and silk dupioni. 
 
   “Look, Mom,” Cara thrust the phone at her mother as she wandered to another section of the store. “Four out of the five dresses Jonathan sent are all what I’ve been describing. I’m not going for Scarlett O’Hara’s drapes when I can have something like this!”
 
   As she spoke, her voice lilted with interest. A gown hanging on a mannequin arrested her interest and held her captive. An asymmetrical bodice gave the illusion of extra torso length—exactly what Cara needed. The fabric Diane had purchased would be perfect for the style, and the one-shouldered strap would ensure she wouldn’t feel like her dress was slipping off all evening. “This is it.”
 
   “I’m not sure that’ll fit your body type…” The fashion assistant sounded dubious.
 
   “I’ll try it on. Perhaps it can be altered. Come on, Mom!”
 
   Cara hadn’t felt so excited since she’d heard about the ball. They stood in the fitting room snapping pictures, playing with the drape, and finally stepped out to ask the assistant if she thought raising the strap would destroy the look of the gown. Immediately, the woman nodded. “You’d have the under-bust line cutting you across the middle of it.”
 
   “That’s what I was afraid of,” Cara admitted, forcing herself to keep a rueful tone in her voice. “I’ll have to have something similar made. I have to have this dress.”
 
   When Cara reappeared from the dressing rooms, she marched directly to the display of handbags, picked up a leather straw-colored purse with half rings and pockets, glanced at the price to ensure she’d stay out of debt for it, and handed it to the fashion assistant. “Thanks for all of your help. With a body like mine, I know better than to hope I can find something ‘on the rack,’ but one of these days, I’m going to. Meanwhile, I’d like this.”
 
   The assistant’s brief dismissive attitude vanished and an air of helpfulness replaced it. A three hundred dollar purse was a far cry from a thousand dollar dress, but at least the woman’s time hadn’t been fully wasted. “I love this bag. I have a sneaking suspicion my paycheck is going to be significantly reduced this month. I keep starting to set it aside for myself, and then I convince myself not to. I just don’t know how long I’ll manage.”
 
   Cara glanced around to make sure no one would overhear. “I saw one almost exactly like it at the leather store in the mall. It was half the price and came in several colors. I’d planned to go back for it, but I like this color best.”
 
   “Red? I’ve been dying—”
 
   Cara’s grin was huge. “They had red, black, white—”
 
   “Oh, wouldn’t it be gorgeous in white!” 
 
   Minutes later, Cara hurried back into the store with an envelope in her hand. She passed it to the fashion assistant and left before the woman opened it. Inside she’d placed a newspaper clipping—a coupon for twenty-five percent off of any one item at Leather-Tunity. 
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “So, my mom is working on the dress as we speak.”
 
   “How do you know?” 
 
   Cara listened to Riley’s excited voice and forced herself not to picture them talking about Riley’s formals in years to come. “Because my daddy called me a few minutes ago and told me to tell your daddy that he owes my daddy a very good dinner. I think my daddy got frozen pizza. Again.”
 
   Girlish giggles warmed Cara’s heart as she listened to Riley relay the message to her father. “Daddy says that he’ll have something sent over tomorrow night, so don’t let your mom cook.”
 
   “Tell Daddy to wait until Monday night. Mom probably already has a roast in the crock-pot. Your daddy is a very thoughtful man; isn’t he?”
 
   “I’ll do that and thank you.”
 
   “Jonathan! You interrupted a private conversation!” As much as she tried to make her tone sound indignant, Cara couldn’t hide her delight. Talking to Jonathan had become the highlight of her evening.
 
   “Riley was finished. She has a very short attention span for phone calls. It’s one reason the Rockland family is so possessive of her when she comes. In person, as you well know, she’s highly talkative and entertaining.”
 
   “Just like her father.” As his deep chuckle washed over her, Cara sighed. “Oh, I miss your laugh.”
 
   “I was thinking…”
 
   “Hmm?” Cara sorted clothes as she listened.
 
   “The first weekend in August, Gramby is going to be here—in her apartment. Her kids are all going on a cruise, thinking it might make her give the water a chance but, of course, she won’t touch it. I asked if she’d be willing to do some extra childcare that weekend if you’d come. She said yes.”
 
   “You want me to come to Atlanta?”
 
   “I’ve got miles upon air miles to spend, Cara. You say yes and I’ll have you reserved by morning.”
 
   “Atlanta, huh?”
 
   “We could go to a Braves game…”
 
   “Would you buy me peanuts and Cracker Jacks?”
 
   “Don’t tempt me. Will you come?” She could not mistake the earnestness in his tone.
 
   “Of course. You knew I would.”
 
   “I hoped.”
 
   She laughed as she filled the washing machine with towels. “No, you knew.”
 
   “So, what do you want to do for your birthday?” Jonathan asked in a glaringly obvious attempt to change the subject.
 
   “Storyland.”
 
   “I think the kids are a little young for that.”
 
   “They may be, but I’m not. I haven’t been since college, and I want to go. I also want to go to the water park.”
 
   Laughter floated across the miles at the speed of light. “So much for my nice, quiet dinner idea.”
 
   “We can have one of those too… come in on Friday and we can do dinner Friday night.”
 
   Jonathan interrupted. “I hear Riley—nightmare. Got to go. Sorry.”
 
   “Hug her for me.”
 
   “I’ll get her to hug me for you too,” he murmured before disconnecting.
 
   Cara smiled at the mental picture of him cradling her in his arms until she slept peacefully again—maybe singing a song that would change the directions of her dreams.
 
   A glance at the stairs reminded her of Carly’s latest recommendation. “If you want to control your weight, you’ve got stairs, use them,” she’d insisted.
 
   Disgusted at the realization that she would get hot and sweaty, Cara changed into her cut-off sweats and a t-shirt. With the fit of her new gown, she’d need all the help she could get—that and the best shaping garments on the market. She wanted that dress to hide her flaws, accentuate her best features, and somehow do it without being indecent. A tough order, but her mother’s design genius just might pull it off.
 
   Just as she thought her leg wouldn’t lift again, the phone rang. Panting, she grabbed it and dropped onto the floor. She refused to risk sweat soaking into the cushions. The carpet could be cleaned—again—much more easily. “Hello? Whoever you are, how come you didn’t tell me to put in hardwood when I bought this house?”
 
   “I’ll have someone there on Monday.”
 
   “Oh! Jonathan! I didn’t know you’d call back. How’s Riley?” she gasped as she used the back of her hand to wipe huge beads of perspiration from her forehead.
 
   “What’s wrong? You sound out of breath.”
 
   She hesitated, embarrassed to admit her desire to tone her body as much as possible before the ball. Each time she shopped for clothing, the lack of suitably fitting garments in her size range reminded her how much curvier she was than the average woman of her height. “I was just working out.” The nonchalance she’d tried to insert sounded stilted, even to her ears.
 
   “Working out?”
 
   “You know—exercise…”
 
   Silence grew from expected to awkward. Desperate to remove it, Cara forced a light air into her voice and quipped, “Permission to speak freely.”
 
   “Okay, are you sure?”
 
   His hesitance made her relax. He’d be gentle—no matter what he said. “Of course, Jonathan. You know I care what you think.”
 
   “When was the last time you worked out?”
 
   “Um—” she’d expected almost anything but that question. “I—”
 
   “Why are you working out now of all times?”
 
   “There’s this ball coming up, and my mom picked fabric that will cling—”
 
   “Sounds wonderful to me.” The deep chuckle, accentuated by his attempt to stifle it, soothed her uncertain feelings. 
 
   “Oh, Jonathan, I just want to look my best,” she sighed in frustration.
 
   “Cara mia, do you have any idea how absolutely stunning I think you are?” He paused and Cara waited for him to finish, knowing instinctively that he wasn’t finished speaking. “I—”
 
   “You can say whatever you need to say, Jonathan. I can take it.”
 
   “I just don’t know if it’s appropriate—”
 
   Her heart melted. Now, she couldn’t wait to hear what he had to say. “Please tell me. What you think really matters to me.”
 
   “I told you once just how perfectly I thought you were shaped. Do you really want me to go into detail?” He paused again and Cara waited—albeit a bit impatiently—for him to continue. “Let’s just say that no amount of toning your body would make me appreciate it any more than I do now.” She heard him swallow hard before he added, “In fact, I’d be a bit disappointed.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Besides,” he added with a smile in his voice and ignoring the question, “you love your mother too much to put her through taking in a dress at the last minute.”
 
   “I don’t think you understand the nature of this fabric. We’re talking about the kind of cling you get from swimsuit fabric. You’ve never seen what that kind of thing does—”
 
   “But I can’t wait to see it. Tell me it’s just a nice tube that barely covers—”
 
   “Oh, hush!”
 
   A peace hovered between them across the miles. In time, the silence grew uncomfortable for her until Cara finally asked the question on her heart. “What would you say if I told you that I am a good ten to fifteen pounds overweight?”
 
   “I’d say that you’re proof that the charts put you a good ten to fifteen pounds underweight.”
 
   She giggled, much to her own mortification. “You met my mom—every woman on her side of the family gains exactly like my mom does. If I’m not careful, in twenty years—”
 
   “I’ll find you just as sexy as I’m sure your father sees your mother.”
 
   “Oh, gross.”
 
   Jonathan’s laughter sent him choking on his water. “Are you telling me that you don’t think your father is attracted to your mother?”
 
   “Unfortunately, I know all too well exactly how attracted he is—”
 
   “Mine is ten times stronger than you’ve ever seen from him, I guarantee it.”
 
   Curiously, she asked the obvious. “How?”
 
   She heard him take a deep breath before he spoke words they’d only danced around in their conversations. “Because, if you and I gave in to exactly how we feel, the world wouldn’t see more than a hint of it, even if we gave the most vulgar display of public affection ever shown.” Without another word, the line went dead.
 
   Seconds later, Cara remembered to exhale. “Oh, man, he’s right. Thinking about Mom and Dad—that is just so—so—oh, that is just so gross!” With a sigh, she whispered in reluctant admission, “And wonderful. It sounds just wonderful.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730309]Chapter Twenty-One
 
   After the third stab with a pin, Cara picked up her phone and texted Jonathan quickly. MY HEART BLEEDS FOR YOU. AND MY ARM. AND MY WAIST. OUCH! 
 
   Seconds later, a reply came, making her smile. AM I WORTH IT?
 
   She passed the phone to her mother and grinned. “How could you not fall in love with that?”
 
   “I don’t think we’ll ever know, Cara.” With a wink, Diane stood back to view her work and saw a slight ripple across the abdomen. “Oops, I didn’t get that pinned correctly. Here, let me just—” This time, the pin jabbed her breast.
 
   “AAAK! Mom!”
 
   Anxious to prevent a blood stain, Diane jerked off the bodice and left Cara standing half-naked in the middle of the sewing room.
 
   “Mom!” 
 
   “Do you want to get blood on it? Go stop the bleeding. We’ve got to get this pinned correctly. The ball is next week!”
 
   Covering her chest, in a semblance of modesty, Cara hurried to the bathroom and applied a tiny piece of toilet paper to the ooze of blood forming. The cellphone in her hand tempted her once more. Another text whizzed through the cell towers to Atlanta. OUCH! I’M NOT SURE ANY MORE!
 
   She nearly choked as the reply zipped back. WANT ME TO KISS IT BETTER?
 
   “Oh, Mom! Look!” Cara passed the phone through the door, snickering.
 
   “Cara!” 
 
   “He doesn’t know what he just offered!” 
 
   As she stepped from the bathroom, the blood now cleaned away and ready to try on the dress again, Diane’s worried eyes met hers from across the room. “Is it such a good idea to go to Atlanta, Cara?”
 
   “I’m not going to throw away a lifetime commitment to purity for anyone—not even the one man who could probably convince me to do it.”
 
   “If he could convince you, then how can you say you won’t?” Cara’s mother slipped the dress over her daughter’s head and zipped up the side.
 
   “Because he’d never let that happen. I’m not sure I’ll ever get to kiss him before we’re married, much less anything else.”
 
   A knowing look crossed Diane’s face. “But you want to—I’d recognize that look anywhere.” She stood back and stared at her daughter in a dress that’d tempt any man to matrimony. “I need you to go find me shoes. I can’t hem that thing without them.”
 
   “High or low heels?”
 
   Diane looked at the dress critically. “It really does call for a higher heel I think. Silver, maybe. It’ll put you closer to his height too.”
 
   Cara chewed her lip doubtfully. “He likes my height though.”
 
   “And he loved you in those three inch ones you wear with your black sheath. Closer in height makes dancing easier. Go with some heels, but get comfortable ones. In that dress, he’s going to want to spend a lot of time on the floor.”
 
   Another text message sent her into a fit of giggles as she dressed. I DON’T MIND. HONEST. LET ME KISS IT BETTER
 
   Quickly, she zipped back an answer and then tossed her phone in her purse. This was one message she wasn’t sharing with her mother. YOU HAVE NO IDEA WHAT YOU JUST OFFERED. OFF TO BUY SHOES. FLATS OR HEELS?
 
   Outside Carly’s house, she flipped open her phone while she waited. Jonathan’s reply made her grin. WILL I GET TO SEE THEM? IF NOT, WHO CARES?
 
   She punched in a message while Carly dragged her dogs back inside the house. WELL, ONLY WHEN I SIT AND IF I HIKE UP MY SKIRT A LITTLE. 
 
   As Carly climbed into the car, Cara dialed her mom’s number. “Remember that funky iridescent tube fabric that stretches from like super extra small to Aunt Flynne size?”
 
   “Oh, Cara, that’s not nice.”
 
   “Do you still have it?” She grimaced as Carly exited the car to indulge in fits of giggles where Diane couldn’t hear.
 
   “I have it, why?”
 
   “Will it hurt anything to cut off, say,” Cara calculated carefully. “Twenty-four inches?” At her mother’s hesitation, she added, “Even forty-eight would work.”
 
   “Forty-eight would be better, why?”
 
   “I want to play a joke on Jonathan.”
 
   “Cara?” Diane’s voice left the impression she was less than amused.
 
   “Yes, Mother dear?”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I know. Off for shoes.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “They’re perfect, Cara!”
 
   “They’re clear! They look like those cheap jellies kids used to wear.”
 
   “They look like Cinderella’s glass slipper,” Carly protested. “They fit like a dream, and you said yourself that clear gel insole will save you from misery. Look at the crystals!”
 
   “Look at the price tag! Two hundred dollars for shoes I hate?”
 
   “You love them, you just think you shouldn’t!” Carly gave them an apprising eye. “You’ll need a good pedicure that day.”
 
   “I can’t, Jonathan and I have plans.”
 
   “You’ll get the pedicure.” Without waiting for more opposition, Carly ran her fingers over the tops of the shoe. “Feel the crystals.”
 
   “They’re just rhinestones!”
 
   “Those are Swarovski crystals, for heaven’s sake, they feel wonderful on your feet, and we won’t talk about how great your legs look, so just buy them already.”
 
   The magic words did the trick. “You think my legs look okay?”
 
   “Your legs always look great in that style. It’s like someone saw them and said, ‘We have to create a shoe to showcase those legs’ so they made these. Now buy them and let’s get out of here.”
 
   Cara glanced up and saw a sales clerk adjusting a disheveled display. Their eyes met and the man nodded. Flushing, she stood. “Fine. I’ll get them.” Her phone buzzed. “Tell Jonathan I have shoes.”
 
   While Cara paid for her shoes, Carly answered the phone. “Hi, Jonathan! This is Carly. She just bought shoes and oh, my word, you’re going to flip, I promise.”
 
   “That good?”
 
   “Do you have a pacemaker?”
 
   Jonathan chuckled, helping Carly see just exactly what sent Cara’s heart racing. “Should I order one?”
 
   “Yes, you should. She didn’t want to get them, but I made her.”
 
   “I think I like you.”
 
   “You do. Trust me, here’s Cara”
 
   “So, what did Carly tell you? The expression on her face makes me a bit nervous.” Cara didn’t sound nearly as nervous as she implied.
 
   “She told me not to be too disappointed in your shoe choice.”
 
   Cara glanced around, looking for Carly, and spied her across the aisle looking at screen-printed sweatshirts in colors and styles that the woman wouldn’t buy for her grandmother, much less herself. “Well, since I’m relatively alone for a moment, I have to admit, Friday seems years away.”
 
   “I’ll be waiting in the parking lot when you get off work.”
 
   “Drat!”
 
   Her words both hurt and surprised him. He’d expected something a little more eager. “Well, if you’re busy…”
 
   “I was hoping you were going to say at lunch time.”
 
   “I think I’ll wear a purple polka dotted tie just for that. You made my heart stop.”
 
   “I thought I did that every time we go out.”
 
   “Oh, she’s in a flirting mood—” the delight in Jonathan’s voice spurred her on again.
 
   “Just practicing for Friday…”
 
   A piercing scream ripped through the phone. “Got to go.” The phone clicked.
 
   She whirled and met Carly’s eyes from across the aisle. Seeing the panic-stricken look on Cara’s face, the woman practically vaulted a table of knit camisoles to get to her friend. “What is it?”
 
   “I don’t know. I heard Riley scream and then Jonathan just hung up!”
 
   “He didn’t say anything?”
 
   Shaking her head, Cara stared at her phone and then paused. “Wait, he did. He said—” 
 
   Carly’s fingers snapped twice in Cara’s face. “Come on, think. What did he say?”
 
   “Got to go.”
 
   “That’s it. Call him back!”
 
   Terrified, she shook her head. “He won’t answer. I want to go home.”
 
   After one more look at her friend, Carly grabbed Cara’s purse and dug for her keys. Cara didn’t even notice. Carly opened the passenger door, closed it again, and hurried to the driver’s seat. One look at Cara’s white face sent Carly in the opposite direction of Cara’s townhome. She was ready to make her case for spending the afternoon with Diane, but Cara never noticed.
 
   At the Laas home, Cara turned to Carly and winced. “I should be praying, huh?”
 
   “Go inside and pray with your mama. There’s not a woman in this world with a bigger in with Jesus. She’ll fix it up.”
 
   “Your theology is pathetic.”
 
   “You’re feeling better. I’ll call Jo-Jo for a ride home. You get inside.”
 
   “Tell your brother hi.”
 
   “If he’s not already,” Carly muttered as she punched in the number.
 
   “Take my car. I’ll have Mom drop me off at your house later.”
 
   Smiling, Carly hugged Cara, nearly squeezing the life out of her. “Everything’s going to be okay. You’ve got a big date coming up, and God is too good to let anything mess with that, so the child is fine.”
 
   Laughing, Cara opened the door. “Again, your theology stinks, but I love it anyway.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730310]Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   “Well, I know how he felt when I didn’t call after the attack. I’m going insane!”
 
   “He’ll call when he gets a chance.” Diane forced every ounce of confidence that she could into her tone.
 
   After half an hour of pacing, staring at her phone, dialing his, hanging up before it could ring, and generally driving her mother insane, Cara marched into the kitchen. “We’re having fettuccini tonight. Do you have scallops?”
 
   “I have shrimp…” Diane prayed that Jonathan would call before Cara decided on dessert too.
 
   “That’ll work. Maybe quiche. I can make an apple pie while I’m at it.”
 
   Too late. “No apples, sorry.”
 
   Cara pounced on a bag of mixed berries in the freezer. “Trifle!”
 
   Diane barely contained her groan. “Well, when you have a moment, I’d like to hem that dress—”
 
   “Let me get the cake in the oven and I’ll be right in. Go see what you think about those shoes. Carly thought they were perfect but—” Cara’s phone rang, interrupting her monologue.
 
   Both women stared at it for a moment before Cara picked it up and slid it open. Her face fell. “It’s just Todd Graham.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “Sorry, I was expecting—well, more like hoping for a call.”
 
   “Jonathan?”
 
   She couldn’t lie. As much as she didn’t want to discuss Jonathan, she had to be honest. “Yes, our conversation was interrupted abruptly, so I’m waiting to hear back from him.”
 
   “Well, I won’t take much of your time then, but I wanted to ask you about a woman— Lynn Czhe—I don’t know how to pronounce it. I got a voicemail today, and she indicated I should send her all information regarding the campaign—that you were no longer a point of contact.”
 
   This sounded odd on many levels. While it didn’t surprise her that she didn’t recognize the name—Mayflower Trust was a large company with hundreds of employees in her building alone—she hadn’t heard of any kind of department organization change yet and— “Wait, when did she call?”
 
   “About five minutes ago.”
 
   “Don’t do it. I don’t know who she is or why she contacted you on a Saturday, but until I hear from Derek, I don’t want to send anything anywhere.” She paused. Her suspicions nauseated her, but she couldn’t ignore them. “Don’t show them to anyone. Keep them with you, and whatever you do, don’t let Della near them.”
 
   “You think—”
 
   “I sure hope not. Once I talk to Derek and Jonathan, I’ll get back to you.”
 
   “Well, he’s probably trying to get through now, so I’ll disconnect. Thanks, Cara.”
 
   “No, thank you. Something smells fishy and I don’t like that smell.”
 
   Cara immediately dialed Derek’s number and waited for him to answer. It went to voice mail, making her want to scream with frustration as she left a message. “Please give me a call on my cell. I’m expecting an urgent call, so if you get my voice mail, leave a message and I’ll call right back.”
 
   As she’d handled her calls, she’d mixed her cake, popped it in the oven, but hadn’t remembered to set the timer. “Any idea when I put it in?”
 
   Diane shrugged. “Set it for twenty minutes and then check every five. That’s all I can suggest.”
 
   All through the process of hemming a dress, making dinner, and layering the trifle, Cara kept one eye trained on her cellphone. Diane, in an attempt to relieve anxiety, took the phone and sat it on the kitchen table, upside down. “You can still hear it, but it’s just driving me crazy watching you cook without all your attention on the stove. I’m going to be rushing you to the ER if you’re not careful.”
 
   Cara stared at the mess in front of her. “Mom?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I don’t want quiche.”
 
   Diane laughed. “Like I didn’t predict that one.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Jonathan’s phone clattered to the countertop as he dove for Riley. With one hand pressed against the gash just above her eyebrow, he dragged his small daughter to the drawer that held the kitchen towels, grabbed one, and shouted for Bryson. “Bry, get in here now!”
 
   He watched his son look up from a complicated looking sand castle in the back yard and race for the back door, knocking over one side of the creation in his haste. Jonathan winced—all that work, gone. Bryson’s face turned white at the sight of the blood soaked rag in his father’s hand. Riley wailed in fear and pain while Bryson stared at his father, terrified.
 
   “What—”
 
   “I need you to help me. You’re going to have to hold this against her head all the way to the hospital. Can you do that?”
 
   “I can’t reach from my car seat—”
 
   “I’m going to move the car seat next to yours. You stay right there, and, Riley, you let him hold that firmly against your head. Do not move.”
 
   Jonathan tore out of the house and fumbled with the buckles for the car seats. His mind felt muddled as he tried to remember all the steps to installing one correctly. Frustrated, he decided that tight was good enough until they got to the hospital. He’d have them help him reinstall it properly before he left. As he turned to get Riley, he jerked the car seat hard. It barely moved. With a sigh of relief, he raced back to the house. Surely, it was reasonably well installed if he couldn’t get it to move.
 
   As he drove away from the house, his phone buzzed. Alone, dancing in place on the countertop, the phone buzzed. No one answered; no one heard.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The ER technician stitched Riley’s forehead, and Jonathan held her hands, trying not to look at the bone showing through the gash. Relief slowly washed over him as sutures pulled the skin closed—relief he would have been embarrassed to acknowledge had he been aware of it. As it was, he smiled as the technician covered the wound with a gauze pad. “All done, Ry.”
 
   “I didn’t get to see.”
 
   The technician rolled his eyes. “How did I know she’d be one of those?”
 
   Bryson edged closer now that the job was finished. “Does it hurt, Riley?”
 
   “Not anymore. They put pantybiotics on it.”
 
   Laughing, Jonathan didn’t even try to correct her pronunciation and decided that anesthesia would be even harder for the child to pronounce. “Can I get someone to help me with a car seat? I moved it before I came so my son could press the rag against her head, but I know I didn’t get it in just right.”
 
   “There’s usually an officer out there somewhere. I’ll see who I can find.” The woman turned back and looked at Jonathan. “How did you know—”
 
   “My wife was a bit of a car seat Nazi. She had those things inspected every time she saw an officer ‘just sittin’ there dreaming of donuts,’ as she put it.”
 
   “That’s funny. I mean, it’s good, but it seems a bit extreme…”
 
   “Well, if you’d rather, I can drive to a fire station or police station. They’d be happy to help, I’m sure.”
 
   “I’ll take care of it.”
 
   He signed papers, reread prescriptions, and then handed them over to the woman at the desk. “Can you please call this into the pharmacy on the corner of Riverside and First? I’d like to just go through the drive-thru instead of dragging her in and out of the van again.”
 
   “I can have our pharmacy put you on priority status if you’d like. It’d be a bit more expensive…”
 
   “Please do. Where—”
 
   In less than fifteen minutes, Jonathan and Bryson escorted Riley out of the Emergency Room exit, carrying two balloons, a huge lollipop, and a stuffed alligator nearly as tall as herself. Bryson volunteered to carry his tail, but Riley was determined to “do it myself.” Father and son shared knowing looks as they waited for the officer to meet them.
 
   “You had a car seat problem?”
 
   Jonathan jumped. “Yes. I changed places on the way here. I tried to get it in tight, but you know how hard that is. I just want to be sure it’s okay, and I want to put it back on the other side of the car.”
 
   “Lead the way.”
 
   Officer Juarez watched as the Lymans shuffled to the car, wincing every time the alligator’s tail bounced over the pavement. Twice, Riley started to trip, but they caught her. The third time, Jonathan said nothing, but picked the girl up and carried her the rest of the way. Riley’s tears failed to move him.
 
   “You can cry if you like, Riley, but you aren’t going back in there for more stitches just because you’re too stubborn to accept help willingly.”
 
   “But I do it myself. I’m don’t want you to carry me like a baby.”
 
   While Jonathan tried to reason with his daughter, the officer removed the seat, climbed into it, anchored it securely, and then jumped out again. “You had it in okay. Almost any seat can be pushed in a bit tighter if you get someone heavier or stronger, but it would have been safe in an accident.”
 
   “That’s a mercy, anyhow. I’ll be glad to know I can do it if it ever happens again.”
 
   “Have a safe trip home.” The officer waved and strolled back to the Emergency Room entrance—whistling. Jonathan smiled. It must be good night when you get to help a kid avoid a car seat malfunction rather than try to save him from one.
 
   “Okay, guys, let’s go through McDonald’s, get some food, and get home. I’m beat.”
 
   “Can I call Grandma and tell her about my snitches?”
 
   “Stitches, Riley. Yes.”
 
   “Can I call her in the car on the way home?”
 
   Jonathan reached for his phone. “Bry, is my phone back there anywhere? Can you see it?”
 
   Frustrated, he pulled into the parking lot next to McDonald’s and searched the car. He hesitated and then sighed. He’d have to take the car seat out again. The temptation to swear rose to the surface, but one look in his son’s eyes was reminder enough that he’d regret it later. “Okay, Bry. Let’s get you out—”
 
   “It wasn’t there when the officer put it in. I watched.”
 
   “Are you sure?” His frustration level increased exponentially.
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “We’ll have to go back.” With a deep sigh, Jonathan put the SUV in drive and pulled into the drive-thru. The night just got longer.
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “I didn’t see you use it at the hospital.”
 
   Bryson was correct. He hadn’t called or answered any calls during their time at the ER. His hands patted down his pockets again, but he didn’t feel a thing. “Maybe it fell out of my pocket.”
 
   “Wouldn’t we hear it?”
 
   “With all that noise—not likely.” As the drive-thru attendant handed him two Happy Meals and a Quarter Pounder with cheese, Jonathan decided to try calling the hospital from home. If the phone was gone, then dragging Riley around the place to find it would be an exercise in futility.
 
   To his dismay, Riley dropped her drink, soaking her in her car seat, and Bryson dropped his entire meal all over the seat trying to help. Bryson’s apologies, combined with Riley’s wails, nearly sent him through the roof. “I’ll turn around and buy more if you both promise to stay silent all the way home.”
 
   By nine-thirty, both children slept, each wearing fresh pajamas and worn out from their evening. Jonathan wanted nothing more than to curl up in bed with the phone and call Cara. He jumped. “Oh, no!”
 
   Instead of going back downstairs to clear off the dining table and clean out the car, Jonathan strode to the handset by his bed and picked it up. He dialed Cara’s phone, but it immediately went to voice mail. She was probably frantic, wondering what had happened. He could call her home—if Verna hadn’t tossed the sticky-note with it. In his office, the number still clung to his desk pad. Jonathan punched it into the phone, but her answering machine picked up. Repressing a sigh, he left a message. “Hey there, sorry about hanging up like that. Riley ran full blast into the corner of the counter and cut a big gash over her eye. She’s fine now, but I can’t find my phone. Your cell didn’t pick up—” The machine cut him off mid-sentence.
 
   Remembering the messy kitchen downstairs and the sticky nightmare in his back seat sent a feeling of dread through him. The longer he waited, the more difficult it would be to clean up the mess. With a deep sigh, Jonathan started downstairs, dialing his cellphone as he went. Maybe it slid under the seat. Maybe Bryson had been wrong. It had happened before. The familiar sound of Simon and Garfunkel’s “Sound of Silence” echoed from the kitchen as he reached the bottom of the staircase.
 
   “The counter. I dropped it on the counter. Man I feel stupid.”
 
   Smiling, he redialed Cara’s home phone. “Hey, when you get this, if you feel like talking, call. I don’t care how late it is.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “My phone is dead.” Cara groaned and picked up her mother’s portable. Dialing home, she heard Jonathan’s first message and then his second.
 
   “I’m going home. Can you drive me to Carly’s? He told me to call.”
 
   “Are you sure? It’s almost midnight there.”
 
   “I’ll see if she can come get me.”
 
   “I’ll take you. I just—”
 
   Cara grinned. “Let’s go then! M—the man’s awaitin’.”
 
   Her feet tapped all the way to Carly’s house. She almost forgot to say goodbye to her mother. The worst of it, however, came when she found herself going fifty in a thirty-five zone. “Slow down, girl. He’s not going anywhere at this time of night,” Cara muttered to herself.
 
   Lock the car, take the steps two-by-two, unlock the door—she burst into her living room and grabbed the phone from the handset. Jonathan answered on the first ring. “Hey there.”
 
   “How did you know it was me?”
 
   “Hoped.” He grinned at her number displayed on the phone base.
 
   “And maybe also a little help from caller ID?” 
 
   “That too. Before I have to tell you about our macabre evening, tell me everything you did today. I just want to hear your voice.”
 
   “Rough, huh?”
 
   “You have no idea. Lily was the one who handled injuries. I don’t like blood.”
 
   “You don’t like seeing your little girl suffer,” she contradicted.
 
   “That too.”
 
   “Well, today Carly dragged me to the mall and I bought shoes. She insisted I spend two hundred dollars for some clear things with crystals on them so she could go all Cinderella on me.”
 
   “Clear—as in glass slipper?”
 
   “As in three inch heels with the best gel soles you’ve ever felt, and then clear with straps.” She read his thoughts even across the miles. “Yes, you’ll see them. I always pull my skirts up before I stand in a long dress. I ruined a school formal once by not being careful. I’m not doing that again. Mom nearly killed me.”
 
   “Then what did you do?”
 
   “I came to Mom’s house, made shrimp quiche, which I tossed, trifle, which I tossed, and then ordered Chinese which we all ate.”
 
   “Why—”
 
   “It sounded nasty by the time it was in the oven.”
 
   “So, you couldn’t take it to a neighbor, call the pastor…”
 
   “Okay, so Mom drove them over to Vince’s. You really know how to kill dramatic effect.” Jonathan sank into the nearest chair and let the stress of the evening ooze from him as Cara chattered on about her dress. “Mom got the hem done. She’s just fiddling with the strap now.”
 
   “Strap. Is one too long?”
 
   “It only has one—well, technically two, but they blend into one at the shoulder.”
 
   “Sounds intriguing.”
 
   “I love it.” Something about the way she talked reminded him of his cousin in high school, drooling over her prom dress. 
 
   “With all that work your mother is doing on it, you’d better.”
 
   She murmured an agreement before adding, “Of course, I’ll never be able to wear it again, but it’ll be nice while it lasts.”
 
   “It wouldn’t work shortened as, say, a cocktail dress?”
 
   “It might.” He heard her sigh and smiled. “Am I totally ridiculous for not wanting to see it changed?”
 
   “Nope. I say you keep it and wear it for quiet dinners at home.”
 
   Something about the way she hesitated told him she’d flirt again. “Will you be there?” 
 
   Jonathan grinned. Called it! “If you want me.”
 
   “You wouldn’t laugh at me?”
 
   He shook his head and closed his eyes, trying to imagine it. “Considering how good you’re going to look, not on your life.”
 
   Another sigh—and a yawn. “Six days.”
 
   “And nights.”
 
   “Yes, Noah.” She yawned again.
 
   “Go to sleep, Cara mia.”
 
   “You get bossy when I get sleepy. You haven’t told me about Riley.”
 
   “You got the gist on the answering machine. She is now sporting seven stitches, doped on Tylenol with codeine and pantybiotics—”
 
   “Pantybiotics! Oh, that girl!”
 
   “—has a lollipop the size of Rhode Island and a stuffed alligator that will put any Florida ‘gator to shame.”
 
   “Pushover.” She yawned yet again.
 
   “Goodnight, Cara.”
 
   “I’m not hanging up,” she insisted obstinately.
 
   “Well, I am.”
 
   “I’ll call you back.”
 
   “I won’t answer.” He knew he would but had to try.
 
   “I’ll keep calling.” Silence hovered between them for what felt like an eternity. Finally, she tried again. “Jonafan?”
 
   “Yes, Cara mia?”
 
   She grinned. “That’s what I wanted to hear. Goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight. I think I’m going to have to learn some Italian to keep you happy.”
 
   “Um, Jonathan?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “You’d have to talk.”
 
   His chuckle escaped before he could stop it. “What do you call this?” 
 
   “Learn the Italian. I’ll perfect my baby talk.”
 
   “Don’t you even think about it.”
 
   Laughing, she adjusted her tone, giving him just a hint of what would come. “You don’t wike it when I cawwl you Jonafan? You don’t wanna heaw how much I miff you a—”
 
   “Jonafan, I love. The rest is nauseating.”
 
   “Whew. I was reaching for my trash can.”
 
   “Reaching or retching?”
 
   “Touché. Goodnight.” Cara didn’t wait to hear his response. She clicked off her phone, pulled her rainbow t-shirt over her head, and slipped on a silk nightie. Six nights—it might as well be six years. Forever sounded shorter.
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730311]Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Cara hummed to herself as she swung her purse through the double doors at Mayflower Trust. Friday had finally arrived, she had an hour and a half, thanks to Derek cutting her lunch break short the previous day, and Jonathan was—her eyes bugged in shock—leaning against her car with a grin that sent flutters through her.
 
   Heedless of her nylons, Cara kicked off her shoes and ran to the car. “Jonathan!”
 
   “Oh, and I hoped you’d be happy to see me. Drat.”
 
   “You look too good for my safety. I thought your plane didn’t arrive until nine tonight? I was going to the hub to surprise you.”
 
   “I changed my flight.” He brushed a lock of escaped hair from her forehead. “You hungry?”
 
   “Starving.”
 
   “In the mood for salad and sandwiches?”
 
   “I’m in the mood for anything. Let’s go.” She glanced around her. “After I retrieve my shoes.”
 
   All the way to the restaurant, Cara debated within herself. She could take the rest of the day off work. Derek wouldn’t like it, but he’d understand. However, they still had to deal with the strange request for campaign information— “Hey, Jonathan, do you mind if I ask you to do a little work this afternoon?”
 
   “Find our mysterious caller?”
 
   She nodded. “I was hoping you could listen to Todd’s voice mail, talk to Della—”
 
   “You still think it’s her?”
 
   With a shrug, Cara waited for him to jog around the car and open her door. “I think it’s a possibility we all want to ignore. It won’t be pleasant if it’s true, but something isn’t right there.” She smiled. “You know what I like. I’ll be right back.”
 
   In the women’s room, Cara pulled her brush from her bag and began unpinning her hair. Taking long, careful strokes, she brushed out the strands until they fell in waves. “Perfect.”
 
   Jonathan’s delighted smile told her she’d made the right decision. She tossed him a knowing look and smiled. “I know what you like too.”
 
   “You’re not obligated to humor me.”
 
   “If I felt obligated, I wouldn’t do it.”
 
   His head cocked, Jonathan surveyed her for a minute and then laughed, shaking his head. “That’s where you’re wrong. You would, and whoever was expecting to get a rise out of you would feel gypped. Oh, you’re good.”
 
   They shared fruit cubes and ate their sandwiches and salads, all without speaking. Halfway through the meal, Cara glanced up at Jonathan to find him smiling at her. She shook her head in wonder. “This is real, isn’t it?”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “Us. We’re real.” Seeing he didn’t quite understand her, Cara explained. “When you were here before, it wasn’t real. I mean, it was more like a fairytale—all wonder, no reality—no purpose. But now, I can feel it. It’s real; we’re real.”
 
   “I wondered—”
 
   “I know.” She’d wondered too. Just how much of their relationship would still be comfortable? Would they still want to pursue the friendship? More?
 
   To her delight, she read his thoughts easily, and their previous tendency to converse without words settled back over them like a comfortable blanket. “Since when is too good to be true real?” she whispered.
 
   She dropped her napkin and Jonathan jumped up to retrieve it. Before resuming his seat, he murmured, “Since I met you, Cara mia. Since I met you.” It took Cara several seconds of stunned silence before she understood that he’d heard her. 
 
   As she reached for her glass, Cara murmured, “Did you know that when you want to say something really important, you repeat yourself? It’s kind of funny from a guy who doesn’t like to talk.”
 
   “Or maybe I just do it when I talk to you—to you—to you—to you—”
 
   “Oh, be quiet.”
 
   Taking bite after slow bite, they shared their hearts, their hopes, their dreams, and yet all without a word. Occasionally, a head would nod or shake. Twice, Jonathan shrugged impatiently, and once Cara shrugged a bit sorrowfully. From across the room, the hostess watched them while sorely neglecting her duties. When poked by a fellow employee, she pointed across the room and said, “They’ve been there for over an hour. I don’t think they’ve spoken more than half a dozen times, but look at them. That’s the kind of thing you only see in movies.”
 
   The other employee watched for a moment and sighed. “Except that in a movie, he’d be all over her. How is it so breathtakingly romantic and they’re not even talking?”
 
   “I don’t know, but man it makes me tempted to break up with Ty. Do I want to stay with someone just because I don’t want to be alone?”
 
   “What are the chances of finding that?” the second employee asked as Jonathan dabbed a drop of watermelon juice from Cara’s chin. 
 
   Tearing her gaze from the couple, the young woman smiled at the businesswoman in front of her and led the woman to a nearby table. The server followed to catch the drink order. “I don’t know,” she said between handing the woman a menu and asking what she’d like to drink. “But I don’t think I’ll be satisfied with anything less after this.”
 
   “Be satisfied with anything less than what?” The businesswoman glanced over her shoulder, intrigued.
 
   “Sit in this chair,” she gestured to the opposite side of the table, “and watch that couple. They’ve hardly spoken, he’s only touched her once, but the romance at that table is so beautiful, my heart aches.”
 
   Unaware that they had become the fascination of curious onlookers, Jonathan and Cara “talked,” ate, and enjoyed the reuniting of their hearts until Jonathan laid his index finger on the back of Cara’s hand. Ignorant of the collective anticipatory gasp around him, he gave it a light stroke and then leaned back in his chair, hands folded in his lap. “I want to do something. Do you have to go back to work?”
 
   “Well, I did think we could try to find—”
 
   “If I stay an extra day and solve the problem on Monday?”
 
   In spite of herself, Cara caught her breath, her heartbeat increasing with each second of realization that he’d really come, he wanted to be with her, and he didn’t want to wait. “What do you want to do?”
 
   “Are you up for adventure?”
 
   “I’m up for anything.”
 
   He grinned and stood to help her with her chair. “Let’s go then.”
 
   As he hurried back into the restaurant to leave a forgotten tip, he found two of the employees and a customer watching him from one corner of the room. “Sorry about that,” he apologized, assuming the worst of their stares.
 
   “Sorry about what?” The businesswoman, unconcerned for her job, blurted out her question as if she had to ask.
 
   “I forgot the tip—a bit preoccupied.”
 
   “We noticed.” The employees spoke in unison.
 
   Ty’s girlfriend took a step toward him and pointed out the door. “What you have—it’s a gift. Don’t waste it.”
 
   A grin, the size of which few who knew him had ever seen, stretched across Jonathan’s face. “I won’t; that I can assure you.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   While Cara dug through her closet for “something dressy but comfortable,” Jonathan sat on the couch, pen and paper in hand, talking on the phone. Just as she pulled a powder blue wrap dress from her closet, Jonathan appeared in the doorway. “That’s great. Wear that. Can you be out the door in less than ten minutes?”
 
   “Does it freak you out to see women put on makeup?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “I’ll be out in three minutes.”
 
   “We’ll take them,” Jonathan said to whomever he had on hold waiting for her answer. She smiled to herself and locked the door as she closed it behind him. In his state of mind, he’d walk in on her and ask another question without thinking about it.
 
   Habitually, she pulled her full torso-to-thigh Spanx from the drawer and encased herself in Lycra. Seconds later, she stepped from the room and nearly ran into Jonathan. He stood, hand raised to knock, and smiled. “I did it. I wasn’t sure if I could, but I did.” He gave her dress a once over. “Nice dress,” he added absently. “Hey, do you have your key? It’d look great with that.”
 
   Disappointed, Cara hurried upstairs for the Tiffany’s box that still held her new Celtic key. The diamond earrings she’d received for her college graduation slipped easily into her ears as she ran lightly down the stairs, willing her heart not to be so sensitive. He couldn’t act as though she was the best thing he’d ever seen every time he looked at her!
 
   Rushed for time, Jonathan pulled the necklace from its box, undid the clasp, and stepped behind her to fasten it. “You ready?”
 
   “I just need to put my cosmetic bag in my purse.”
 
   “Do you have ID with you?”
 
   “Plan on getting me carded?” she teased.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   In the car, he laid the seat all the way back and smiled. “Just let the seat stay there until it’s obvious where we’re going.”
 
   Playing along, Cara closed her eyes and told him about the fiasco she’d created filling in for one of the Sunday school teachers the previous week. “I didn’t know we weren’t supposed to read the next chapter. So I start First Samuel Eighteen. Ever read it?”
 
   “I’m sure I have, but I couldn’t tell you what’s in it.”
 
   “It’s where David is given the dowry price for Michal.”
 
   Jonathan’s eyes furrowed as he tried to remember what it was. “I give up.”
 
   “A hundred Philistine foreskins. You can imagine the questions.” Remembering, she laughed. “I was as red as my shirt, trying to explain without saying anything. Four parents have called me since then to ask what I was thinking. Six got me before I got out of the parking lot at church, and I put a card in my purse yesterday. I’d planned to read it at lunch somewhere nice and public so I wouldn’t break down crying.”
 
   “Is it still in there?”
 
   She reached down for her purse and dug around inside. “Yep. Right here.”
 
   “Read it to me.” 
 
   With a deep breath, Cara slit open the envelope. As her eyes scanned the note, she giggled. The more she read, the harder she laughed, until she finally caught her breath. “I should have read this last night. I was feeling so lonely—it would have helped; listen.” She cleared her throat.
 
   Cara,
 
   Frankie came home from class Sunday quite subdued. He answered questions briefly and in a monotone. I thought maybe he’d gotten in trouble or had a fight with a friend. He’s a talker, so I knew he’d eventually tell me what was up. Ahem. 
 
   Frank brought out the Bible that night and started reading where Michal berates David for dancing before the Lord in public. Frankie’s eyes got all wild and angry. I seriously thought he was going to explode. When we finally got him to say something coherent, all he said was, “After he chopped off all those skins for her! She wasn’t worth it!”
 
   Right about that time, I got a call from an irate mother. I’m sure you’ve heard from her. After an earful of reasons why it is ridiculous to allow people who aren’t parents to teach children, I informed her that this lesson was the best one my Frankie has had in a long time. I have no doubt he’ll be very careful when he chooses a wife. All I’ll have to do is ask if she’s worth a hundred foreskins or not.
 
   Anyway, I wanted to thank you for filling in, for doing the job, for not ignoring a passage just because it was uncomfortable for you. You filled in, last minute from what I hear, and followed Elisabeth Elliot’s advice to “do the next thing” to a T. I commend you. 
 
   If for no other reason, I thank you for giving us the best laugh we’ve had in months. Oh, I wish you could have seen his face. Priceless. They should make a MasterCard commercial out of it. Can’t you hear it? Sunday school snacks: seven dollars. Worksheet copies: one twenty-nine. Look on kid’s face when he hears about a hundred foreskins—priceless.
 
   One grateful parent,
 
   Sheila Lanzo
 
   “Is she related to Vince?”
 
   Cara nodded, sitting up as she did. “Airport! What are we doing at the airport?” She whipped her head around excitedly. “You had the children flown in, didn’t you?”
 
   “Not quite.” Ignoring her question, he asked again about Sheila Lanzo. “So if she’s related—”
 
   “Frank is Vince’s brother or cousin. I’ve never asked which.” Cara crossed her arms and refused to budge. “What do you mean ‘not quite?’”
 
   “Okay, no. I did not have my children flown in.” Jonathan hurried to open her door. As she stepped from the car, he smiled and whispered, “But I can’t tell you what it means to me that you not only thought that but sounded excited too.”
 
   “So, what?”
 
   “I’m not telling you anything. You’ll find out everything as it happens and no sooner. I can’t believe I’ve pulled this off.” As he glanced at his watch, he slammed the door shut and clicked on the alarm.
 
   Without another word, they strolled into the airport where Jonathan handed a valet his keys and received a receipt in exchange. Cara was of the “park in no man’s land and walk a mile to get to the airport entrance” brand of traveler. She’d already entered a new world. Once inside, she whirled. “We’re going to Atlanta to take them for pizza and ice cream.”
 
   He glanced at his watch anxiously as he answered, “What a revolting combination. No. Like I said—”
 
   “I’ll find out when it happens. Great. Let’s check in.”
 
   “We have to hurry. We’re pushing it.” Another glance at his watch nearly sent Cara into a fit of giggles.
 
   At the check-in kiosks, Jonathan punched in Cara’s information and then stepped aside for her to finish the process while he did his own. When he finished, he smiled down at her single raised eyebrow. She shook her head and groaned. “You’re not telling me why we’re going to Chicago.” They entered the first-class security check; she glanced up at him again. “At least you didn’t take us into O’Hare. I hate that place.”
 
   Security lived up to its reputation as a nightmare. It seemed as though the TSA agents pulled every other person from the line to check more thoroughly. Cara tried not to giggle at the irate look on Jonathan’s face as the agent patted him down twice, made him remove his socks, and finally untuck his shirt and remove his belt while his metal detecting wand went insane with screeches. As the man beckoned him to a screening room, another agent came over and waved hers around Cara without as much as a peep. By the time he redressed, Jonathan’s face had gone from faint red to scarlet—with embarrassment or anger, Cara didn’t know. 
 
   They entered a near-empty first class lounge. Jonathan brought them drinks and then flipped open his phone. Cara listened curiously as he called a store, spoke to the manager, and gave specific size and color needs for a suit jacket, pants, shirt, tie, shoes, and socks. He listened, his face furrowing at times and nodding his head at others as he clarified points of detail until he seemed satisfied. Unless the store had talked him into something different, he’d pick up a charcoal jacket and slacks, light blue shirt, matching tie, and black shoes sometime before six o’clock. 
 
   “What, no belt?”
 
   Jonathan laughed. “The style of pants I ordered doesn’t have loops. They’ll fit. I’ve purchased this brand before.”
 
   “Seems like a lot of trouble. Why didn’t you go back to your hotel room—”
 
   “I only brought my tux, and it’s being pressed at the hotel as we speak. Everything else is a little too casual for what I want.”
 
   She rolled her eyes, laughing. “This is one expensive date!”
 
   “On the contrary. The plane tickets cost me nothing, the suit I needed anyway, which is why I chose the color I did, so that leaves tickets, dinner, and cab fare. Typical date expenses.”
 
   “Dates are expensive, aren’t they?” Somehow, Cara had never given a thought to how expensive their week must have been back in May.
 
   “Is that how it feels to you when you take a friend out for lunch or dinner?”
 
   She started to protest that it wasn’t the same, but a second glance into his eyes told her what he meant. “The cost is nothing compared to the company— is that it? If I can’t afford to take a friend out, I don’t offer. If I can, I don’t like to think she’s feeling guilty about me spending what blesses me to spend.” She nudged his knee with hers. “You’re right. I’ll just say thank you—when it’s over and I know what I’m thanking you for.”
 
   His contented sigh washed over her. He leaned back against the couch cushions, put his hands behind his head, rested his right ankle on his left knee, and closed his eyes. It felt like a reversal of their first lunch. While he rested and relaxed, Cara sank into the opposite corner of the couch, tucked her leg under her, and watched him much like he’d done all those weeks ago.
 
   He wasn’t excessively tall, but he’d been taller than his wife. She wondered just what Lily’s height was and laughed when Jonathan murmured, “Five-eleven.” At first, she assumed he’d mentioned Lily’s height but realized quickly that it was his. His skin was darker now than it had been in May. He’d obviously been outside more lately, and now Cara wondered if he had a pool.
 
   “Should I bring a swimsuit to Atlanta? I’ll have to have Mom start making one if I should. Mine is all ratty.”
 
   “The kids’ll probably want to drag you in the pool, but ratty is good enough for us.”
 
   That answered that question. They had a pool. His arms looked awfully muscular for someone who spent most of his life in an office or on an airplane. Before she could ask, he chuckled. “Déjà vu. I have a rowing machine in my office for late nights. I use gyms at hotels. Working out helps me think when I’m stuck.”
 
   Even though they were closed, she felt that she could see the gray eyes that so often spoke to her. The eyelashes were simply unfair; men should not be allowed to have eyelashes like that. A faint shadow darkened his jaw line. Cara had never been a fan of the scruffy shadow look, but watching him now tempted her to change her mind. Why didn’t women’s legs look that good when they needed a new shave? She wanted to run her hand along his jaw and see just how prickly a man’s face was when the shadow appeared.
 
   “Go ahead. You let me.”
 
   “How did—”
 
   His chuckle stopped her. “You’ve trained me well, Cara mia.”
 
   Tentatively, she brushed the backs of her fingers lightly over his jaw. “Like fine sandpaper…”
 
   “In an hour, it’ll be medium, and by the time we get back on the plane, coarse.”
 
   She wanted to take another stroke but didn’t. With a deep sigh, she continued her observance and kept her hands wrapped around her purse handle as though desperate for the support. Bryson’s hair was a bit coarse and wiry. Looking at Jonathan’s, she knew where he got it. This time, before Jonathan could utter his next invitation, she shook her head.
 
   “Huh-uh. I know my limitations. Shut up and let me enjoy myself without any further temptations!”
 
   In a voice that sounded almost exactly like Bryson, Jonathan crowed, “Oooh, Cara said a bad word….”
 
   “What—”
 
   “The ‘S-word.’ It’s almost as bad as the ‘real’ one in our house.”
 
   “I’ll remember that.” Before she could say any more, the PA system called for first-class passengers to board.
 
   “Go ahead. I need to make a quick call. I’ll be right there.”
 
   “I’ll get started putting on my makeup then.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “So I came here from LA, and, like, it’s totally awesome. There’s this, like, cool vibe around here.”
 
   Cara rolled her eyes at Jonathan as she bent down to adjust her shoe. “You don’t miss the ocean?”
 
   “No way, man, I mean the waves were good, but there’s nothing like Chicago pizza and the White Sox—oh, and the Bulls. Love the Bulls. And we’ve, like, got the Blackhawks—great times. I’m going to Northeastern in the fall. Senior. Transferred from UCLA.” He paused just long enough for Cara to think they’d heard the end of his monologue and then asked, “So, like, what are you guys doing in Waukegan?”
 
   “Fishing for lake trout.”
 
   “Cool.” Silence hovered for a moment and then came the expected, “Huh?”
 
   Jonathan, who hadn’t spoken a word since they’d hailed the most talkative cabbie in the greater Chicago area, nearly exploded trying to contain his laughter. He coughed and then coughed harder as Cara offered him a sip of her bottle of water as though his coughing was par for the course. She explained, with the most sorrowful and scolding tones he thought anyone could manufacture, that his smoking caused him serious lung problems, but he refused to quit.
 
   “I don’t know what to do with him.”
 
   “Oh, man, you’ve got to stop. My uncle got the patch. It made him kind of hyper, but he lost a lot of weight instead of gaining it. Not that you need to lose any,” the driver hastened to add. “I just mean that some people put on pounds and Uncle Rob didn’t.”
 
   “Well, maybe I should try that patch then.” Cara couldn’t resist teasing Jonathan just a little.
 
   “Nah, if you want to get rid of a few pounds, my mom swears by that new, like, powdered stuff you stir in your water—can’t remember the name, but you could ask a pharmacist. She says it’s the only thing that works like it claims. I bet you’d slim right down—”
 
   “Over my rotting corpse you will,” Jonathan growled under his breath.
 
   “He speaks!”
 
   Cara nodded. “Yeah, he gets a little testy if you mention weight loss. I think he had an anorexic girlfriend in high school or something.”
 
   The driver tried again. “So you said you were fishing in Waukegan? Can you fish there? I—”
 
   “That was a joke. Anne of Green Gables. Read it.”
 
   “So,” the driver asked without missing a beat, “what are you really doing then?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Cara said pointedly. “It’s like if he tells me he’ll have to kill me or something.”
 
   “But then he’d have to kill you once you got there, so that doesn’t make sense. My cousin was with the CIA. He used to say that all the time, but no one believed him. I think he meant it sometimes, though. I mean, that’s what I’d do. I’d, like, say it all the time so no one took me seriously even when I was serious. It’d be cool. So, like, where’re you from?”
 
   “Atlanta.” Jonathan’s voice interrupted before Cara could speak.
 
   “How long are you going to be in town?”
 
   “Going back tonight.” Cara rushed to answer before Jonathan could. This shifted him out of his fury and sent him coughing again. “See what I mean? He’s going to end up with emphysema before he’s forty.”
 
   “You, like, really should stop smoking, man. And wow. That’s quite a trip. There and back in a day. Some kind of business trip, huh?”
 
   “No, he’s just taking me on a date.” Cara nearly snorted at the awestruck look on the man’s face.
 
   “Whoa. Aren’t you a little under dressed for a date? I mean, like, she looks like a million bucks, but—”
 
   “Oh, he called ahead to have clothes waiting at some store—where was that, Jonathan?”
 
   “Sterns. On Genesee.”
 
   “Kind of like Pretty Woman, eh? I mean—well, like, you’re not a prostitute or anything but—” he flushed. “Well, are you?”
 
   “She is not,” Jonathan clipped. “Tell me, what are you studying at Northeastern?”
 
   “Art, well, and a minor in anthropology. I thought it’d be, like, a good way to round me out a little. My dad thinks it’s just fluff work and why take the classes, but I was like, ‘Dude, I’ve got a passion for it, and I need to express myself. I, like, need to know like how to speak to others with something other than words.’”
 
   “You’re telling me,” Jonathan muttered under his breath.
 
   Before the driver could continue, sending Jonathan into further fits of irritation, Cara latched onto the subject of art. “So what’s your favorite medium?”
 
   “Man, I love sculpture and pen and ink. I like to work without color. Let the shapes and the spirit of the thing speak to your soul without confusing it with a bunch of colors fighting for dominance, y’know? I mean, dude! Some art out there is just, like, a bunch of different hues and shades shouting, trying to be the loudest voice, and no one can hear what the piece as a whole is trying to say.” He shrugged. “I know, everyone prefers their own style and method—I mean, why would you choose one you didn’t like. I just really get into the monochromatic. Well, and black and white.”
 
   “But,” Jonathan argued, much to Cara’s surprise, “in black and white, you have two very distinct voices fighting for dominance. In colored paintings and sculptures, there are dozens of colors that all want to be seen and absorbed, and because of it, their voices all blend together— and, if well done, they blend very harmoniously—like a lovely a cappella piece sung in a good choir. But, with black and white, you have two very strong voices that, unless the artist is also a genius, will fight discordantly and indefinitely.”
 
   The debate raged. Cara sat back, listening in amused fascination. She knew Jonathan didn’t care to talk at that moment, and yet he conversed easily and intelligently about a subject that always confused her. The passion people had for their opinions regarding art was something she’d tried to understand but had never succeeded. Cara had a simpler approach. She either liked it or she didn’t, and she didn’t care if anyone else liked it or not.
 
   When they asked her opinion, she shrugged. “I get what he’s saying as far as things fighting for dominance. When I’m making a scrapbook page, I often want to use a certain element or paper, but if I do, the whole picture is lost. However, if I’m not careful, I end up with a very boring page that looks like I just slapped any old picture on any old paper.”
 
   The men’s eyes met in the rearview mirror and both smiled. “That’s not exactly the same thing. I mean, scrapbooking is nice and everything, but you really can’t compare it with art. It’s really more of a craft.”
 
   Cara shrugged. “I don’t care what you call it, the principle applies. I think he’s just defined what I don’t like about some art, but in doing so, he is limiting himself too severely in order to try to avoid that pitfall, and in doing that, he’s doing exactly what you said—he’s potentially creating a bigger one.”
 
   “Hey, she gets it. That’s, like, a cool way of putting it. My instructors have been trying to get me to break out into new media, but I just didn’t want that problem. Maybe I’ll give watercolors a chance.”
 
   “Do you have a website or someplace we can see your work?”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Do you have a website or someplace we can see your work?”
 
   With that question, Jonathan smiled. This was the Cara who always amazed him. She’d been just as frustrated with their driver’s never-ending stream of dialogue as he was, and yet, when given the chance to show genuine interest in a fellow human being, she pounced on it. As she wrote down the address of the young man’s blog, Jonathan pulled his wallet from his pocket. The fare was atrocious, but he didn’t care. Five minutes into the ride, he’d been sure he’d leave a minimal tip. Now, he pulled out a generous one and passed it over the seat.
 
   “Are you going to stay in town for a minute and see about another fare, or are you going straight back?”
 
   “I’ll be radioing in to make sure we don’t have anything.”
 
   “If you’re still nearby in twenty minutes, we’ll get you to take us to the restaurant.” Jonathan raced around the car to open Cara’s door.
 
   “It’s worth it to wait then. If they don’t have a fare already, I’ll be there.” The driver smiled at Cara. “He’s the real thing. Hold on to him.”
 
   Cara’s smile made his heart skip a beat as her eyes met his over the top of the door and she said, “I intend to.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730312]Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Jonathan stepped from the dressing room wearing his new clothes and carrying his others in a shopping bag. While the assistant rang up his purchases, Cara stepped forward with a slight smile on her face. Gently, she traced the line of his jaw with one finger and smiled. “Yep. Medium grade.”
 
   “Are you calling me mediocre now?”
 
   A woman waiting to purchase a tie gave him a thorough once over and shook her head. “If you don’t want him, I’ll take him. There’s nothing mediocre about him!”
 
   “There sure isn’t.” Cara shoved him toward the door, laughing at the look of horror that Jonathan hadn’t managed to conceal. 
 
   The cab had disappeared. In minutes, Jonathan had another one on the way, and while they waited, they discussed their unusual cab ride. “At first I thought he was the worst caddie I’ve ever had the misfortune—”
 
   “Cabbie.”
 
   Jonathan shook his head. “I thought he was a cad, ergo, caddie.”
 
   “That’s mean. He was just an eager kid trying to impress us.”
 
   “He was a socially inept artist.”
 
   “Then I suppose you don’t want to check out his blog with me.” She laughed at the consternation on Jonathan’s face. “That’s what I thought. You started off on the wrong foot, but once you got talking—”
 
   “Once we cured my horrible smoking habit, you mean.”
 
   Her laughter brought back warm memories of the first time he’d heard it. As it echoed around them, he murmured, “I love your laughter.”
 
   “My mother says it’s too loud. I remember her quoting one of the Little House books often when I was little. ‘Modulate your tone, Cara. Modulate your tone.’” His silent answer made her laugh again. “Well, I’m glad you can tolerate it. She’s given up turning me into the perfect lady.”
 
   As the new cab pulled up to the curb, Jonathan jumped to open the door. Before she could sit, he stopped her. “It depends on how you define ‘a perfect lady,’ because I’d say she did.”
 
   All through dinner, she tried to trip him up, but he managed to avoid giving away their destination. However, as they rode up Genesee Street, signs for Celtic Woman appeared on the marquee at the Genesee Theater ahead. “You didn’t.”
 
   “Happy Birthday.”
 
   Excited, she threw her arms around him as she stepped from the car. “I can’t believe you did this—you hate them!”
 
   A woman nearby frowned, causing Jonathan to laugh. “But you love them and that’s enough for me.”
 
   The air between them changed. From their time waiting for tickets, to finding their seats, and then through the romance of the Celtic music, their attraction seemed to act as two magnets of similar poles pushing them further and further apart. The whispers Cara leaned close to share slowly dissipated, and those around them couldn’t help but notice how they sat stiffer, straighter, and slowly farther apart, until they seemed to hug opposite arms of their seats. 
 
   As everyone around them stood to leave, Jonathan and Cara sat staring at the empty stage. People filed out around them, but neither of them moved. With a deep, steadying breath, Jonathan shook himself slightly and stood. “I’ll call a cab.”
 
   “What time is our flight?”
 
   “Not until two. There’s one going out in an hour, but I thought we’d want coffee. I doubt we could make it anyway. They’ll want us in—”
 
   She stood and hurried out of the seats. To those around them, it seemed as though she ran from him, but Jonathan understood. He followed her outside and found her leaning against the corner of the building trying to catch her breath. “I know. If I had thought—”
 
   “Don’t. It’s almost the best birthday present I’ve ever had.”
 
   “Almost?” Curiosity, mixed with a twinge of disappointment, forced the question from him. He wanted to give her the best.
 
   “When I was six. I got ballet classes, complete with leotard, shoes, and tutu. I was in heaven.” She choked on the last word.
 
   “Oh, Cara—”
 
   “I don’t want to go back,” she whispered almost desperately. “I know it’s terrible and oh so wrong—”
 
   “I know. I don’t either.”
 
   A new thought occurred to her. She wrangled her own heart, her conscience, and even her spirit, but despite it all, Cara heard herself speaking the words that she knew might change her life forever. “I was up at five. I’m going to be so tired tomorrow, and I was so looking forward to having fun tomorrow night…”
 
   “If we stayed, you know—”
 
   She nodded. Even still, they stood several feet apart, leaving the distinct impression that they were not having the kind of intimate conversation that held their hearts. “I know.” Her eyes looked up into his as she confessed, “I want—”
 
   He beckoned her with his fingers, still unwilling to risk even the lightest touch. They walked. Down the street and back to the Ristorante where they’d eaten dinner, they stopped and ordered the coffee Jonathan had mentioned while he called the cab. Cara excused herself to the restroom and stood in front of the mirror, watching the inner turmoil reflected in her eyes. She still had time to stop it. She knew she should, but just as certainly, she knew she wouldn’t. Instead, she brushed out her hair, refreshed her makeup, and took a deep breath. “Lord, forgive me, I love him.”
 
   She found Jonathan searching Google on his Blackberry. He hardly looked at her when he asked, “Would you like to stay here or go into the city?”
 
   “Here. I—”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   He’d ordered the cab for half an hour later, so while they waited, they sipped coffee, avoided each other’s eyes, and used every ounce of strength to avoid even the smallest touch. Cara feared what would happen if they didn’t show at least that much self-restraint. As it was, she had no doubt that they’d never make it back to Rockland, even if they did try to fly back on schedule. It was as though the pole on one of their magnets slowly shifted to the opposite side.
 
   After asking where to take them, the cab driver didn’t speak, didn’t interact at all—just remained annoyingly and unhelpfully silent. Jonathan sat hugging one side of the car, while Cara squeezed against the opposite door and nearly bolted from the car once it stopped in front of a chain hotel. The woman at the desk gave Cara an odd look, and when Jonathan turned to answer his phone, asked, “Are you alright?”
 
   “I’m fine, thank you.”
 
   “You look a little…” she fumbled for an innocuous word. “Stressed. If you need help…”
 
   Realization dawned, flushing Cara’s face with embarrassment. “Oh, no! Everything is okay with us, really. It’s hard to explain, but I’ve just had one of the best nights of my life. It’s truly alright.”
 
   Card keys in hand, and no luggage except for Cara’s large purse and Jonathan’s shopping bag, they walked stiffly to the elevator, both hearts pounding with the anticipation and awareness of their decision. All their caution, discretion, and slightly arrogant assurances that they wouldn’t have this problem—not touching would solve everything—flooded back to mock them. Twice, Cara almost said something, but a glance at Jonathan’s hand so close to hers stopped her. She’d probably regret her actions later, but she had every intention of living in the moment now and enjoying every second of it.
 
   The elevator doors opened on their floor. Absently, Jonathan’s hand rested for just a second on the small of her back, as though to lead her into the corridor. He snatched it back as though electrocuted. They followed the arrows to their door and paused in front of it while Jonathan fumbled with the card key. Their eyes met as he slipped it into the slot and jerked the handle down.
 
   They both felt it—that strange certainty that, if they entered the room, they could never go back. Jonathan seemed unwilling to lead her there. Cara, unwilling to press for what he might not—just as the thought entered her mind, she smiled. No matter what self-conscious feelings she might have, there was no doubt that he wanted this as much or possibly more than she did.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Her smile sent a wave of relief over Jonathan. From the moment they’d stepped from the cab, doubts had slowly formed. They’d regret it. He knew they would, and yet he couldn’t bring himself to stop the storm from building around them. At the moment, he felt as though they were in the eye of a hurricane. Every movement calm, deliberate, and almost projected from outside himself. However, the second he saw her smile, all doubts vanished.
 
   They stepped inside the room, the two queen sized beds mocking them. Cara leaned against the door, a sudden hesitation washing over her. Jonathan saw his desire mirrored in her eyes, but her body language screamed for him to wait. “Oh, Cara mia…”
 
   He stepped closer, as though to kiss her. Her eyes told him she’d waited for that kiss for a lifetime. Just as his hand reached out to cup her face, conscience overrode desire and he pressed his palm against the door. The tension on her face relaxed the slightest bit. He pressed his other hand against the door, using it to support him as he gazed down into her eyes. Simultaneously, in nearly anguish-filled tones, they whispered, “We can’t.”
 
   “Cara, I’m sorry. I—”
 
   “I asked. Remember, Jonathan. I asked you.” Risking everything, she laid her hand on his shoulder, her index finger tracing a tiny mole on his neck. “I wanted—want it—badly.”
 
   “It’s wrong.”
 
   “I know. I even asked the Lord to forgive us.”
 
   Pushing himself away from the door, Jonathan strode across the room and grabbed the remote. He flipped channels until a cop show blasted onto the TV screen. The next time he dared look at her, one of her heels slipped from Cara’s fingers and she reached for another. He swallowed hard. This would be a very long night.
 
   Cara watched him for a moment and then grabbed the bag he’d dropped as they’d entered the room. “Mind if I sleep in your shirt?” She pulled the polo he’d been wearing in Rockland from the bag and dangled it from her finger, completely unaware of how provocative she looked to him.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I’m going to take a shower. I’m starting to get the whole ‘cold shower’ thing.” Her joke fell flat.
 
   He lay on the bed for several minutes, until he heard the water spraying in the bathroom. Just the mental image of her standing less than four feet away, separated by only a thin wall, nearly drove him insane. He couldn’t tear his mind away from the image of water pouring over—
 
   “Oh, man. I’ve gotta get out of here. Now.” Without thinking twice, he rushed to the desk, pulled the hotel stationary from it, and scribbled a note.
 
   Unwilling to risk the temptation, he left the card key for the room on the desk and laid the note on the pillow before slipping through the door. At a near run, he hurried to the elevator, punched the down arrow, and nearly went wild with the wait. What if she came out and read the note? What if she looked out the door? If he saw her peek out, her hair dripping—he knew he’d have no fight left in him.
 
   The elevator dinged, he stepped in, and the door closed, effectively closing the chapter on this night for him. He tried to remain as nonchalant as possible as he strolled back to the front desk and requested another room. The look on the woman’s face would have been hysterical, had he not been struggling so fiercely.
 
   “Is something wrong with your room?”
 
   “The room is perfect, but we truly need another one.”
 
   Confusion covered her face as her fingers flew over the keys. “I thought I gave you a room with two beds…” she said under her breath as she verified their room.
 
   “You did.”
 
   “Is the woman you were with okay?” Suspicion replaced confusion and hovered almost menacingly.
 
   “She’s fine, but we’ll both be much better off if you can give me another room—preferably on another floor.”
 
   She accepted his credit card and slid new card keys across the counter. The woman seemed to struggle within herself before she gave him a sympathetic look. “Fights are always so terrible, but making up makes it worthwhile.”
 
   As he turned, he muttered something under his breath. She stood watching as he strolled down the corridor to a room near the side entrance. “Did he really just say that making up would be the problem and not the solution?”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Cara mia,” she read his note aloud, reveling in the greeting as she always did when she heard it. Cara Laas knew she’d never grow tired of hearing it.
 
   I can’t do it. Lying here listening to the shower, knowing you’re on the other side— If I stay, any resolve we’ve found will be lost. I’ve gone to get another room. I’ll call you in the morning. I love you. It’s because I do that I’m not here.
 
   Jonathan
 
   “Oh, Lord, what did we almost do?” 
 
   Curling in a ball on the bed, Cara sobbed. She cried for treasures she’d almost lost, desires she’d denied, and in gratitude for a man who would put their future ahead of their lust. The moment the word appeared in her thoughts, she felt sullied. The most sickening thought for her was the realization that she wouldn’t have regretted it as much as she knew she should have. She had irrevocably given Jonathan a small part of her heart. That small part left no room for anyone, even Jesus. She’d have to fix that, and soon. 
 
   Meanwhile, she prayed. Between sobs of relief, longing, and fear at what she’d been willing—was still willing—to do, Cara prayed, begging the Lord to help them continue growing in their relationship. She feared an awkwardness or change that could damage what had become so important to her. An hour later, she slept. The light glowed, tears stained her cheeks, an occasional sob shuddered throughout her body, but she slept. And as she slept, the Lord worked His magic in her heart as requested. Ask and it shall be given.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Jonathan collapsed on the king-sized bed, closed his eyes, and fought to steady his nerves as he begged the Lord to restore his relationship. So close, Lord. Don’t let her call me—please don’t. I know my limits, and today, a two floor difference isn’t enough. If she calls, I’ll go. I want to say I won’t. I want the confidence that if she calls, I can resist, but we both know I won’t. Perhaps I can, but I won’t.
 
   His heart raced, beating—struggling to free itself from his chest as his phone rang. He didn’t even look at it. He refused to answer it. Feeling utterly betrayed by his emotions, his desires, Jonathan’s hands shook as he forced himself not to touch the phone. “The Sound of Silence” stilled. The irony choked him. “Oh, Lord, I can’t take much more. Please don’t let her call again.”
 
   Silence hovered in the room—oppressive, suffocating him with every second that passed, filling his lungs with the absence of anything audible to break the emptiness. He fumbled for the remote. Gone. The drawer, the desk, behind the TV, under the table—nowhere. Jonathan’s throat constricted. “Really, Lord? Can’t you help a guy out here?”
 
   The memory of Cara holding his shirt, dangling it from her finger, exploded in his mind. Her joke—the cold shower—how had it just entered his consciousness? “That’s what I need. Okay, Lord. I get it.”
 
   It didn’t work—not as he’d hoped it would. As he redressed, he tried again to redirect his thoughts. Prayer. Try prayer. 
 
   Desperate for anything that would help, Jonathan began to pray for everyone and everything he could imagine. Friends, family, antagonistic clients, neighbors with disputes over stupid things like grass height and barking dogs—one by one he poured out his heart for each person he could think of. Each person except for Cara. She he avoided with a steadfastness that he wished he had possessed before the concert ended.
 
   It didn’t help—not enough. Anxious to avoid the return of temptations he knew he didn’t have the strength to resist, Jonathan started on world events, political situations, business proposals, company troubles, financial decisions—
 
   His phone rang again. As Simon and Garfunkel destroyed the silence in his room once more, Jonathan begged the Lord for mercy and stared at the phone. Cara. I can’t do it. If I answer it— Even as the thought entered his mind, his shaking hand reached for the phone. “Cara, I—”
 
   “Verna wants you to call. Bryson—”
 
   “Okay. Got to go.” He started to disconnect, but her voice stopped him.
 
   “Jonathan?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   Silence. Just as he sprang from the bed and reached for his pants, her voice stopped him. “Thank you. I needed you to do that for me.”
 
   “It’s killing me. I have to go.” He took a deep breath. “I love you.” The phone disconnected before she had a chance to reply. Jonathan stared at it, hating himself for his rudeness but grateful that the Lord had given him the strength to do it. 
 
   The phone informed him of one missed call. Verna’s. “Lord, why didn’t I answer it?”
 
   “‘Flee immorality.’” The scripture mocked him. They hadn’t fled when the temptation hit—just when no true temptation existed.
 
   He slid his finger across his contact list. Verna answered on the first ring. “Who do you think you are, not answerin’ my call?”
 
   “I thought you were Cara.”
 
   “So you’re avoidin’ her now? That’s not very encouragin’ news.” 
 
   He didn’t answer her. Second after second passed and he still tried to steady his nerves. “It’s called fleeing temptation, okay? What’s up?”
 
   “Bryson wanted to talk to you and Cara. I let him talk to her while I had her on the phone, tryin’ to find you. He’s waitin’ for you.”
 
   “It’s after midnight.” Way to state the obvious, Jonathan. “Let me talk to him.”
 
   His son’s voice nearly deafened him. “Daddy!”
 
   “Hey, son. What’s up?”
 
   “I got a birthday present from Miss Cara.”
 
   “You did?” Jonathan’s eyebrows drew together. She hadn’t mentioned anything about a present. “What’d you get?”
 
   “Two things.” Bryson whispered, “Gramby is sending pictures of the first one. She’s fiddling with the cellphone. It’s funny. She’s not fast like you.”
 
   “Well, she doesn’t use it much. She can do it, though. I get pictures from her all the time.” Jonathan sighed. “But she has a new phone, doesn’t she. I forgot that I upgraded and didn’t show her. Tell her I’m sorry.”
 
   Bryson’s voice blasted through the phone, contributing to Jonathan’s increasing hearing loss as he shouted to his nanny, “Daddy says sorry!”
 
   “So I get a picture of that. What else did she send? You said two things.”
 
   “She did. It’s so cool. It’s Playmobil—that set with the pirate ship and the treasure cove and everything in one!” Bryson sighed. “I never thought I’d have it. It’s so big, and you never buy the big sets.”
 
   “I thought you said you liked the little ones.”
 
   “I do!” 
 
   “Then,” Jonathan insisted, “why didn’t you tell me you wanted a big one?”
 
   “You didn’t ask about the big ones. You just asked if I liked the little ones.”
 
   Though he couldn’t argue with the logic, something still felt off. Understanding dawned slowly and with it, discouragement. “Son, your job isn’t to decide what I can and cannot afford to buy for you. Your job isn’t to decide if I’m spoiling you guys too much or if you ‘deserve’ something or not. Your job is to answer what I mean as well as what I ask when I ask a question. Do you understand the difference?”
 
   “Aunt Jeannie told Gramma that you try to—” The boy paused, stuck on the word. “Well, I can’t remember what it’s called but Gramma said it meant to try to make up for Mommy’s death.”
 
   “Over-compensate.”
 
   “That’s it.” Bryson sighed. “It’s a birthday present, so we don’t have to take it back, right?”
 
   “It’s a gift that I would have bought myself if I’d known you really wanted it. You leave the decisions to me and ignore what anyone else says about what is and isn’t right for you. They don’t live our lives. They don’t know what it’s really like in our home. They make assumptions based upon what they see happen in—” Jonathan could almost hear his son’s eyes glaze over. “Anyway—”
 
   “I get to keep it. Good. And…” the familiar impishness that filled his son’s voice anytime Bryson felt a desperate desire for something—usually ice cream—appeared next. “—next time we’re at the mall, I can show you the cool island that goes with it? It has a volcano and everything!”
 
   Jonathan made a mental note to bring said volcano home with him. The poor kid. “Bry?”
 
   “Yeah…” The word sounded more like a sigh than a response. 
 
   “Aunt Jeannie didn’t say that because she thinks you’re a bad kid. You know that, right? She said that because she wants to keep you the great kid you are.”
 
   “I know. Grammy said that too.”
 
   A chime told him he’d received Verna’s picture. “Okay, hug Verna for me and get some sleep. I’m going to go check out your other present and then you can tell me all about it tomorrow.”
 
   The first picture filled the screen on his phone choking him and squeezing the air from his lungs. A single calla lily stood in an empty Coke bottle on the counter, Bryson’s face beaming. She remembered, Lord. She remembered. Sobs threatened to overtake him, but he stuffed them back down again, an exercise in futility. He opened the next picture and pinched the bridge of his nose. In great gulps, he tried to take in air—tried to fill his lungs and failed. His shoulders shook as watery eyes watched the picture of one lone calla lily lying on Lily’s grave fade as his screen shut off. 
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730313]Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Their flight arrived in Rockland at one ten. By the time their car arrived at the valet kiosk, and they entered the nightmare of traffic otherwise known as the transportation hub, it was a quarter till two. Cara’s panic grew by the second. It was a twenty-minute drive to her hair salon. Jonathan seemed unconcerned and wove in and out of traffic as though a car in a video game.
 
   Two and a half minutes late, he pulled up in front of the salon and let her out. “Call me when you’re done, and I’ll pick you up. I’m going to run a few errands.”
 
   They’d been a little awkward with each other all morning. Cara hardly smiled, Jonathan talked too much, and the air between them held a completely different charge. Cara was ready to scream with frustration that she hadn’t prevented the cause. She felt, although a bit unreasonably, that it was her fault. She had opened the Pandora’s Box that surrounded them for so long, and now their relationship seemed irrevocably damaged.
 
   Before he drove away, Jonathan called her back to the car. “Cara?”
 
   She leaned in the window expectantly. “Hmm?”
 
   “Are we okay, Cara mia?”
 
   The first genuine smile of the day flashed across her face. “We’re wonderful, Jonathan. As of this moment, we are perfectly wonderful.”
 
   Without another word, she fairly skipped into the salon, and Jonathan drove down the street. The sight of a deli sent him careening across lanes and into a parking lot, earning him a few obscene gestures and what looked like a stream of foul language. He didn’t care. He hurried inside and waited for his turn at the counter. 
 
   “I have an odd request. I need a couple of hard-boiled eggs—sliced or cubed. Some turkey breast and ham cubed, fruit—”
 
   “Cubed?” The elderly man behind the counter laughed at Jonathan’s sheepish look.
 
   “My girlfriend is getting her hair cut, something waxed, and her toenails polished. She needs food that she can eat easily.”
 
   The man pointed to a cold case. “Drinks are there.” As he chopped and arranged, the man talked. “So, what kind of man comes in and orders protein—hey, do you want some cheese?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “And fruit—how about some celery and carrots? Broccoli maybe?”
 
   Jonathan nodded. “Can you add a little thing of ranch dressing?”
 
   “Sure. So most guys would come in here, if they thought of it at all, and order a muffin or bagel and cream cheese.”
 
   “She needs nutrition, not filler.”
 
   “Does she know what a catch she has in you?”
 
   Jonathan almost beamed. “Sir, I’m the one with the catch. Trust me, I couldn’t ask for a better woman.”
 
   “They don’t make those very often anymore. I’d get her while I could.”
 
   Taking the bag from the man’s hand, with almost a boyish earnestness, Jonathan nodded. “I intend to, sir. I definitely intend to.” It was the second time since his arrival in Rockland that he’d assured someone he knew how blessed he was to have found Cara, and now that he had, he wasn’t going to let her go.
 
   He tried to avoid showing the dismay he felt seeing a man cutting Cara’s hair. Pulling the clear plastic containers from the bag, he popped off the lids and sat them in a row on the counter in front of the chair. “I thought you might need food.”
 
   “And do you see why I can’t stop talking about how great he is?” Cara’s eyes thanked him more than her lips ever could have.
 
   “Call me.”
 
   Without another word, he strolled to the door. Before it shut behind him, he overheard one woman squeal, “Girl, get thee to the altar yesterday. He is one fine piece of manhood!”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Faint strains of Celtic Woman’s “Innisfree” hovered around Cara’s door that evening. It was the one song Jonathan liked from the previous evening’s concert, and instead of knocking, he leaned against the doorjamb and listened. The faint tones of the harp mingled with the exceptional range of the vocalist, swirled from within Cara’s townhome and into his heart. “But dreams don’t last; tho dreams are not forgotten…”
 
   He knocked as the last few notes drifted into the momentary silence between songs. Cara’s voice called for him to come in, and Jonathan frowned. Had she already grown careless with her safety? Before he could articulate something to demonstrate his concern, Cara appeared from down the hallway.
 
   His heart leapt into his throat. Cara stood in a strapless mini dress that looked nearly painted on her, her hair piled on her head, and wearing “the” heels. “So, do you like it?”
 
   “I like you in it even more but—”
 
   She repressed the urge to laugh as Jonathan struggled to tell her that her dress was inappropriate for a charity ball. Forcing her features into a mixture of hurt and disappointment, she sighed deeply and turned to leave. She whirled back and jerked the folded hemline down to her knees. “Would this work better?”
 
   “I—”
 
   As she walked back down the hallway, she forced her shoulders into a slump and dragged her feet just a little. Behind the door, she covered her mouth with her hand and giggled. His reaction—priceless.
 
   As Carly helped Cara into her dress, laughing and whispering about his expression, Cara wondered what kind of explanation he would come up with. A more perfect dress, she couldn’t imagine. The green brought out the deeper colors in her eyes, the fit was unparalleled, and she’d never felt more confident in her appearance, a quality that her mother insisted made her more attractive than anything else. She grabbed a matching clutch from the bed, hugged her friend, slipped through door, and walked down the hall.
 
   As she reached Jonathan, Cara smiled at the beatific expression on his face and pushed his chin back in place. “You’ll catch flies, Jonathan. Didn’t your mother ever tell you that?” At the unspoken response, she laughed. “Thank you. It is flattering that you’d eat flies for me but quite unnecessary. I’ll settle for dinner. I’m starving.”
 
   “How long have you been planning that?”
 
   “A while.”
 
   Before he could respond, the opening strains of “You Raise Me Up” drifted through the room. “She can play an incredible instrument; but seriously, why waste that kind of talent on this song?”
 
   “Not a Groban fan?”
 
   “Not a fan of this song, anyway. Seriously, it seems like every four years they have to take one song that might have been decent once—no one can remember—and then play it to death so that we can and do hear it in our sleep.”
 
   “Some people call that dreamy music,” she teased as she went to turn off the CD player.
 
   “More like a nightmare. Seriously, ‘I am strong when I am on your shoulder?’ Um, that would make you vulnerable.”
 
   “That’s the point of the song.” She stood, finger poised to punch the stop button, and defended the lyrics. “It’s why I am convinced that regardless of the intent of the author, the ‘Your’ must be God, because only with Him are we stronger on His shoulder than off. And, sometimes when we make ourselves vulnerable, then is when God steps in and really does something through us.”
 
   With a smile she’d begun to think he reserved only for her, Jonathan slipped his arms around her and danced slowly around her living room, avoiding the various furniture that interrupted their path. The simple two-step came naturally to the song, but when the music swelled, Jonathan swung her in an arc before he pulled her close again. Cara laughed, delighted. “Well, that’s one way to sweep me off my feet.”
 
   “I’ll do it any way I can.”
 
   As the song ended, she punched the button, knowing the next song on the track was her favorite, and she’d never leave if it came on. “Jonathan, you did it the evening you first called me Cara mia. I haven’t touched down yet.”
 
   He started to reply, but her stomach growled. “Aak!” She hurried to the fridge, pulled out leftovers from his deli run, and stabbed a few pieces of cheese and turkey on toothpicks. “Let’s go before we miss the meal. I’ve been hungry all day. I hate it when that happens on an inconvenient day.”
 
   His car zipped toward the Loop as Jonathan asked, “Is it ever convenient to spend all day eating?”
 
   “Of course.” She laughed as she realized the meaning behind his words. “You want me to talk. Okay, I can talk. As I said, of course it’s convenient on a nice, rainy, cold day when you have a stack of good movies or a book and a pantry and fridge full of good food—or aren’t too self-conscious to call every time you want something different.” Her eyes slid sideways. “I did that once.”
 
   “Did what?”
 
   “Called every restaurant that tempted me for anything and everything I wanted. I started off with that little bakery down by Westbury Foods. They deliver on Saturdays and Sundays. So I ordered half a dozen of my favorite donuts, my favorite coffee, some croissants, and I think a pan of rolls. I ate on that stuff for a week, but it was good.”
 
   “Next?”
 
   “Then I wanted Chinese. So, I ordered from the Lotus Wok.”
 
   “You’re kidding.” He’d never heard a more ridiculous name.
 
   “Nope. Crazy, huh? But they have the best Mongolian beef and Szechuan chicken… mmm… Oh, and crab rangoons. Oh, man.” She licked her lips unconsciously as she described the meal. “About an hour later, I was hungry again. Chinese food is just not filling. So, I ordered pizza.” Cara giggled. “Frank came to the door, shuffled his feet a bit, and then asked if I was pregnant.”
 
   “What!”
 
   “Well, seriously, what would you think of a single woman alone in her apartment who ordered three separate orders of food over the span of five hours. That held me over until around six with the chips and yogurt that I had. Then I ordered from Jacques.”
 
   “Filet Mignon?”
 
   “Prime Rib, sautéed veggies, and cheesecake.”
 
   Jonathan laughed. “I bet you didn’t eat for three days!”
 
   She shook her head before he finished, blushing. “Actually, no. It doesn’t happen every week, or even every few months, but when it happens, the next day is the same as any day.”
 
   The car glided around the Rockland loop. Exits flew by as Jonathan whizzed through the lanes and down the off ramp and onto Washington Boulevard. Their conversation flowed through the silence of the car. No music invaded their space or interrupted their thoughts. Cara exuded thanks for his self-control of the previous evening, while Jonathan assured her it was one of the most difficult things he’d ever done.
 
   The topic of marriage entered their periphery and then drifted away again before either of them could put a voice to the desire. Though too soon, they also knew it might be time to consider it. They knew so little of each other while being so unified in thought and understanding. Cara knew that a relationship with Jonathan would take months, possibly years to develop, but to be realistic, they didn’t have that long. Their attraction, would lead to compromised convictions if they spent too much time alone together. “I know.” They were the first words spoken since the discussion of her starvation days. Her voice reverberated through the car.
 
   “Tomorrow—let’s discuss it tomorrow.”
 
   Valet service met them at the portico and whisked his rental car off into the cavernous parking garage down the street, leaving Jonathan and Cara to enter the Rockland Towers alone. Jonathan accepted a deposit box key and slipped it into his pocket as Cara slid her purse into the slot. Music danced around them as they entered the dining hall next to the Grand Ballroom. Schubert was the last thing Cara expected to hear at a function such as this.
 
   “Seriously? Schubert?”
 
   “Piano Sonata in D. One of my favorites.”
 
   She heard what he didn’t say. “And enjoy it while I can because the ballroom will be noisier?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   Suddenly, Cara felt completely out of her element. It was, in an ironic twist, as though their personalities switched bodies. Jonathan met people as they crossed the room to their table, introduced her to them, asked about their businesses, their horses, their children, their dogs, and even their vacations. How he knew so much about the lives of so many people, she couldn’t imagine. 
 
   Meanwhile, she stood, smiling but tongue-tied, as person after person shook her hand, complimented her dress, and asked how she and Jonathan met. The sea of faces blurred until Cara didn’t know if she’d remember to whom she was introduced and who she wasn’t. Disgusted with herself, she whispered an excuse into Jonathan’s ear and started to search for the restrooms.
 
   “Out in the lobby, toward the restaurant on the left,” he whispered back. In a more conversational tone, he smiled down at her and said, “You know I’m going to be counting minutes—seconds even.” To the couple he’d stopped to talk with, he added, “Isn’t she just beautiful!”
 
   When Cara reached the double doors, she glanced back and saw Jonathan watching her from across the room. That constancy buoyed her spirits in a way nothing else he could have said or done ever would have. Feeling more confident already, she strolled to the restrooms, smiled at the attendant that opened the door for her, and stepped into the powder anteroom.
 
   The room was mercifully empty. Standing in front of the mirror, she gave herself a stern, silent lecture as she pulled at a hair here, and readjusted her necklace there. You’re not out of your league. This is your new league, woman. Now get in there and make him proud. He needs you. Internal chastisement over, she surveyed herself once more. You look good. Mom picked the perfect fabric, and you chose the perfect style. Go out there and show them all that you can carry it off.
 
   It worked. By the time Cara returned to Jonathan’s side, she felt much more at ease. She laughed at the jokes, asked intelligent questions, and carried her part of the conversation with the kind of vivacity and flair that she usually displayed. Jonathan, however, remained the outgoing, charming man who had entered the building with her—much to her surprise. Not until a man’s hand tapped her shoulder did even one of his characteristic silences surface, and even then, not for long.
 
   “Hello, Cara! Who knew you’d be here.”
 
   Even before turning, Cara pasted on a polite smile. “Jacob. What brings you here?”
 
   “I’m representing the firm…” A man interrupted him, leaving Cara ready to bolt, but Jonathan stopped her.
 
   “Cara, will you introduce me?” Jonathan slipped his arm around her waist as he spoke. She nearly choked on her drink at the standoff before her.
 
   “Jonathan, this is Jacob Laban, a friend from college. Jacob, I’d like to introduce you to my Jonathan.”
 
   Her slight emphasis on “my” didn’t do any good. Jacob gave his new rival a once-over that would have quelled a weaker man and then ignored him completely. Jonathan, however, seemed amused. “It’s nice to meet you, Jacob. I hope you have a lovely evening. Is your date here? I’d love to meet her.”
 
   Jacob shuffled uncomfortably and then met Jonathan’s eyes squarely. “I’m here for work. I don’t mix business with pleasure.” He glanced at Cara, “As difficult as that is sometimes.”
 
   “I see. That’s quite admirable of you. You’re the kind of employee that every employer hopes they’ll find, but we rarely do. If you ever need a job, be sure to ask for me at Delta Advertising.” Jacob began to reply, but Jonathan continued fluidly. “However, we am here on pleasure, and it’s rude of me to keep Cara standing here talking about business. I hope to see you again sometime.”
 
   The dinner bell chimed just as Jonathan turned to accept an appetizer. “Sounds like time to eat…”
 
   At their seats, Cara leaned into him and whispered, “Who are you and what have you done with Jonathan Lyman?”
 
   “Your Jonathan?”
 
   “Yes, as a matter of fact, my Jonathan.” At the look in his eyes, she laughed. “Jonafan, too.”
 
   Though she was sure he knew what she meant, Jonathan still asked, “What’s wrong with me?”
 
   “I’ve never seen you so—so—” she hesitated. “Well, if you were a woman, I’d call you vivacious!”
 
   “You forget that I’m not shy. I don’t have a great horror of social situations or people. I just don’t like to talk.”
 
   She cocked her head and asked, “But you like to hear others talk.”
 
   “Usually.”
 
   “Have you ever considered that perhaps your dislike of conversation has to do with something about the vibrations in your vocal cords or your eardrums bothering you when you speak?”
 
   Lost in thought over her observation, Jonathan didn’t respond immediately. Not until the welcoming speeches about everything from the importance of the year’s charity of choice to instructions for the silent auction did he finally answer. “I think you might have a point. I’ve never thought of it that way. Unfortunately, I’ve also grown accustomed to things the way I like them.”
 
   Cara picked up her fork as her plate was set before her and asked, “If I just wanted to hear you talk, for no good reason, would you do it?”
 
   “Cara mia, I’ll do just about anything for you, as you well know.”
 
   “I’ll remember that.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730314]Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   Jonathan sat with a phone in each hand. In his right, he held Todd’s phone with the message from Lynn Czech-something-that-sounded-like-a-sneeze; in his left, his own phone with a message from Della. His thumb punched each one in turn, listening carefully, trying to find a difference. Despite every attempt to find one, he failed. He printed several emails from his laptop, grabbed the phones, and strode through the office to the elevator. He had to ask his Uncle Weston before he stormed into the office, accused one of their best agents of unethical conduct, and then waltzed back to Atlanta, leaving his uncle with the fallout.
 
   The elevator opened directly into Uncle Weston’s reception area. The assistant that Jonathan hoped to inherit when he took over the company, smiled and nodded as he pointed to the door. “Wes is waiting for you.”
 
   “Thanks, Viv. Did your son get that scholarship?”
 
   “Yes, he did. Covers books and tuition.”
 
   Jonathan paused. “Did he apply for the Delta Award?”
 
   “Well, I thought it might be a conflict of interest…”
 
   “I don’t think it’s been awarded yet. Have the application in my inbox by five, and I’ll personally throw my vote his way. Can’t promise anything, but he’s a good kid. He did excellent work for the intern program.”
 
   Weston Lyman beamed as his nephew entered. “Did you come to give me your transfer notice, so I can get out of this rat race?”
 
   “Two more years, Uncle Wes. At least two more years.”
 
   “That’s better than the five I’ve been hearing for the past ten.” Weston’s eyes narrowed as Jonathan offered the email printouts. “What do you have for me?” The middle-aged man pulled his glasses from his shirt pocket and took the papers, glancing at them with a decided lack of interest.
 
   “What I hope is a very bad coincidence.”
 
   After reading each of the emails from Todd, Cara, and Derek, Weston Lyman removed the glasses again, leaned back in his chair, and gestured to the phones in Jonathan’s hands. “Does one of those have the voicemail?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “What’s on the other?”
 
   “A voicemail from Della Carletti to me. She left it this morning.”
 
   “Why was she calling you?”
 
   Jonathan pointed at the papers. “I left her a message while she was in a meeting with a client so she’d have to return my call. I didn’t answer.”
 
   “Let’s hear them.”
 
   Jonathan played each message, back to back, several times before Wes picked up his office phone and told Vivian to get Della Carletti in his office immediately. “Give me the one with the message from ‘Lynn,’ and sit in that chair. You’ll know if I want you to play your message from her today.”
 
   They talked about several work related issues before Weston said, “I’m tired of dancing around the issue. What is going on with that Laas woman—Carrie?”
 
   “Cara.”
 
   “Is she the one in charge of the Mayflower account?”
 
   “For now, yes. Their internet division is spread very thin right now, so once that’s remedied, she’ll be passing it along to someone else. She’s an assistant CFO.”
 
   “I see. If I hadn’t heard that voicemail myself, I might have thought you let your emotions get in the way of your judgment.”
 
   “If anyone but Cara had brought this to my attention, I would have been in here hours ago. I wore down the batteries of both phones, had to recharge them, and poor Todd is working with a temp phone. I just wanted to be sure—”
 
   “I get it. So this Cara—is it serious?”
 
   “What makes you think that?” Weston Lyman didn’t interfere in his relative’s personal lives until invited. The interrogation, mild as it was, intrigued him.
 
   “You flew here, not took a train, flew. You used miles to take her to Chicago, and the return ticket was the next day. I’ve never known you to do anything so—so—modern.”
 
   “My credit card bill will reflect two hotel rooms, if it’ll make you feel better, but yes. I think it’s serious.”
 
   “Are you going to string things along for two years until you’re done in Atlanta, are you considering moving things up early, or will she be moving there if you get married sooner?”
 
   “I assume she’ll move there. Mayflower has a large office down on Peachtree, and I don’t think they’d want to lose her.”
 
   “Are we looking at six months, a year?”
 
   “She’s coming to Atlanta next month. After that, I think I’ll be able to give you a better answer. All I can say now is that I don’t think either of us is prepared to wait for a long engagement.”
 
   “Chemistry?”
 
   “Something like that. I—”
 
   The phone buzzed and Vivian’s voice came over the speakerphone. “Ms. Carletti to see you, Wes.”
 
   “Send her in.”
 
   Della showed no concern, no surprise at the sight of Jonathan—nothing to indicate she’d been engaged in nefarious activities to undercut one of their employees. For one long, unnerving minute, Jonathan changed his mind, certain he’d been premature. “Jonathan, did you get my message returning your call?”
 
   “Got it, thanks.”
 
   Wes took over the discussion almost immediately. “Della, I have something I’d like for you to listen to.” He punched the button and waited for her response as her voice filled the room.
 
   Silence hovered for a moment, and then Della asked, “Who is Lynn Czhewhatever?”
 
   “We don’t know.”
 
   “Shouldn’t you be talking to Mayflower about this?”
 
   Wes passed the email printouts across the desk. “Perhaps if you read these—”
 
   Before he could finish, Della’s face contorted with rage. “That witch! I can’t believe she’s doing this to me! I knew she was an unprofessional—”
 
   Wes interrupted before Jonathan found it impossible to control himself. “That’s enough.”
 
   “But, you don’t understand, Mr. Lyman, this woman canceled appointments, insulted me, made appointments with other agents in our firm after I made time in my schedule—”
 
   “For a client, Ms. Carletti. You seem to forget that those things are your job. You cancel appointments every other week. It’s part of life. Things come up. You don’t have a right to an account, even once you’ve secured it. The customer can go wherever they like. It’s your job to ensure they like staying here, and from what we’ve heard of your behavior, it’s amazing that Mayflower gave us a second chance.” 
 
   “What is with this woman? First she cancels her appointment because it’s ‘inconvenient,’ then she doesn’t even have the authority to approve it, then she goes trawling through our junior agents to upstage me, and now she’s accusing me of sabotage?”
 
   Wes played the message again. Two words into it, he nodded at Jonathan who punched his cellphone. The voices were identical. “You just put us in such a bad position; I don’t know where to begin.”
 
   “That’s not me!”
 
   “Mayflower Trust has no one by that name. Do I need to ask the police if they can pull cellphone records?” 
 
   With the sight of her job on the line and the realization that she was caught, Della tried a new tactic. “Okay, it was me. I just wanted to see this great plan of Todd’s. No one would let me near it, and I needed to see where my weaknesses lie.”
 
   A glance from Wes gave Jonathan the opening he’d waited for. “Well, I can help you there. First, you underestimated the value of Mayflower Trust. You didn’t present any kind of market research to show where they needed to focus their attention, and you basically did a snow job. Fortunately for you, you’re amazingly talented. Your snow job is another person’s best work, or in this case, I’m guessing your assistant’s work because you were too busy to do it yourself. You gave a general idea and let Jim run with it.”
 
   Stunned, Della nodded. “I thought that’s what an assistant—”
 
   Jonathan didn’t wait for her to continue. “However, the real problem came when you accused your client, the person with the money who pays your salary, of being inconsiderate, of wasting your time, of aggrandizing, and then pulled some underhanded hijinks to get her in trouble.” His voice grew steely and cold. “Your unprofessionalism toward a client and the problems you’ve caused with our relationship with Mayflower Trust is enough that, if I was in charge of this office, you’d be fired.”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “As it is, you will never work in the same building with me. When I return to Rockland as CEO of this company, I will not have a woman who insulted my wife, calling her detestable names, working for me.”
 
   “Your wife?”
 
   “Jonathan has been seeing Cara Laas for weeks.” Wes leaned forward. “It is very serious.”
 
   “I— I—” Della looked helplessly at Wes and said the stupidest thing she could have. “I didn’t know.”
 
   Jonathan stood and walked around the desk to hug his uncle. “I have a flight in a couple of hours. I’ve got to go. I’ll take Todd his phone. I have a copy of the message on my computer. You’ll need it for her file.” 
 
   At the door, he turned and added one last parting shot. “The killer is; Cara didn’t like you from the first conversation you had with her. You were rude to her and showed an entitlement mentality toward the account. However, she put it aside in order to give you a fair shot, because she knew her boss wanted you. He insisted, from the beginning, that she use you. If you hadn’t been so rude and dismissive, she never would have called me for an alternative recommendation. You lost that account. If she hadn’t seen me every day for a week, Delta would have lost it entirely. Thanks to Todd, we have it.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “She really did it?” Cara shook her head in disbelief. “I really thought I was crazy.”
 
   “She did. She’ll be looking for a new company—eventually.”
 
   “I didn’t want to see her fired. I just didn’t want to have to deal with her, and I didn’t want her to hurt your company’s reputation.”
 
   Wheeling his suitcase toward the automatic doors of the airport, Jonathan shook his head. “I didn’t fire her. I just informed her that I wouldn’t work with her when I move back here.”
 
   They waited for an open kiosk and then turned to find seats until Jonathan had to go through security. He glanced at her, weary from the ugliness of the morning. His eyes told Cara more than his words ever could. “I know, but just two more weeks…” Cara wanted to touch him but had already learned her lesson that weekend.
 
   People walked by, talking and laughing, but Jonathan and Cara saw no one but each other. Their eyes sent messages back and forth, seemingly at the speed of light, but the unspoken words all said one thing. Cara finally spoke it as Jonathan clenched his fists in frustration. “Distance is an obstacle, but it’s not insurmountable.” She swallowed her pride and voiced the deepest concern of her heart. “I just don’t know how long—”
 
   “Any length is too long, Cara. I’d ask today, but—”
 
   “I should see how you live first, yes. I need to see how your children respond to me on their turf—on Lily’s turf.” The last words she forced herself to speak. 
 
   “Oh, Cara mia…”
 
   “It’s okay, Jonathan. This is going to be our life. We’re going to have to accept the fact that Lily will always be a part of it. I think I handle that better than you do, sometimes.” His expression pricked her heart. “It doesn’t hurt me, but I do think it hurts you more than you know.”
 
   “I just—”
 
   “Oh, don’t talk when you want to think. It’s not doing either of us any favors.” Tentatively, she reached to brush her fingers over the worry lines on his forehead, but millimeters from his face, Cara curled her fingers into a ball and dropped her hand in her lap. “This is killing me.”
 
   “How quickly—”
 
   “I have a friend at The Agency, I’ll ask.” Cara glanced at her watch. “You have to go, Jonafan.”
 
   “I’m going to ask, you know.”
 
   “You’d better.” Cara threw caution to the wind, kissed his cheek, stood, and strolled out of the airport. Just as she started to cross to the parking garage, she felt a hand on her arm. “Excuse me—Jonathan!”
 
   His eyes bored into hers. Seconds ticked by without a word, their only contact his hand on her arm. After what seemed an age, Jonathan whispered, “Consider yourself soundly kissed, Cara mia.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730315]Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   Tuesday morning, at exactly nine-fifteen, Cara stepped out to Tina’s desk and left a post-it note on the middle of the woman’s monitor. At Tina’s raised eyebrows, she shook her head ever so slightly and returned to her office, locking the door behind her. Tina stared at the note curiously.
 
   Tina,
 
   No calls. Period. Don’t let anyone near my door. Shred note.
 
   Cara
 
   Though she felt a bit melodramatic, the last thing Cara wanted was for anyone in the office to get wind of the phone call she was about to make. Okay, so shred note was probably excessive, Cara. Seriously?
 
    Taking a deep breath, she picked up the phone and dialed Rockland’s most exclusive bridal agency. Several minutes passed as she waited on hold before a familiar voice came on the line. “Cara? If you’re not calling me for use of my services, I promise, I’ll crepe paper your house!”
 
   “As if you’d ever touch the stuff,” Cara laughed. “Seriously though, I am calling for your help, but this is a delicate matter. Can we meet somewhere away from your offices.”
 
   “I can set up an appointment—”
 
   Feeling ridiculous, Cara interrupted. “I really need this to be more of an ‘accidentally, on purpose’ kind of meeting.”
 
   “Oh, I am intrigued. What is going on?”
 
   “Let’s just say that someplace out of town might be best, if you can manage it.”
 
   “If you’re getting married to someone even remotely connected to the Solaris, I swear—”
 
   “Oh, don’t be so dramatic!”
 
   Trenna Fairfield’s laughter rang out into Cara’s office, making her nervous. “Seriously, Cara? Look who’s talking about dramatic!”
 
   “Okay, you have a point, but I am serious. You know how the Gazette gossip columnists follow you around town. It’s like they have access to your appointment schedule or something. I need discretion, and I need it off any books. In your head only.”
 
   “I’m going to Brunswick to visit an aunt in the hospital. If you want to meet in the parking lot, we can talk there. How much time do you need?”
 
   “Make it the cafeteria. Can you give me half an hour?”
 
   “Done. This better be good.” Trenna’s voice, while teasing, held just the slightest edge of seriousness. “And if you’re talking about that Laban fellow, tell me now. I won’t show.”
 
   “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that. It’s Lyman, not Laban. When will you be there next?”
 
   “I’m on my way now.”
 
   “See you soon. I’ll give you a half an hour?” Cara waited for an affirmative, grabbed her purse, laptop, and cellphone, and unlocked her door.
 
   “Tina, I have an appointment. If I’m not back by lunch, you can take off an hour early tonight. I’ll try though.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Trenna?” Cara felt ridiculous hiding in a corner and pretending just to happen to run into Rockland’s most sought after wedding planner. It seemed as if the entire room must know what was happening, and every time someone picked up a cellphone, she cringed.
 
   “Cara! I haven’t seen you since Julia’s wedding. How are they?”
 
   After a minute or two of pleasant catch up, Trenna got down to business. “Okay, so I get the need for discretion—to a point. What gives?”
 
   “We’re not engaged— yet.”
 
   “But you think he’s going to ask?” Trenna needed to make notes, but couldn’t. 
 
   Cara saw her fingers twitching and slid a voice activated micro recorder across the table. “I thought you might need this.”
 
   “Thanks. I didn’t think about it.” Discreetly, Trenna dropped her napkin over the device and repeated the question. “So, you think he’s going to ask?”
 
   “I know he is, barring any unexpected, insurmountable problems. Probably when I go to visit them in Atlanta next month.”
 
   Taking a bite of her wilted salad, Trenna jabbed her fork in Cara’s direction. “You owe me a decent lunch for this.” A strange look crossed her face. “Wait a minute, if we’re talking two weeks, why the haste and the secrecy?”
 
   “We’re going to want the fastest wedding you’ve ever planned. I’m talking everything.”
 
   Trenna seemed to carefully consider her next words. “Look, Cara, I have to be honest with you. Unless the Lymans are paying for this, you can’t afford us. I mean, I’ll waive my fees, but I can’t make any promises about the others.”
 
   “I don’t expect that, Tren. I know things are expensive, and I don’t know how I’ll pay for them—maybe I’ll cash out my retirement accounts or something, but we’re talking Lymans here. I can’t do the simple DIY wedding with them. Jonathan was married to a Fillmore last time!”
 
   “Lower your voice, Cara. Take a deep breath. Let’s say you get engaged on August first, when would you want the wedding?”
 
   “September?” Cara’s voice sounded panicked.
 
   “Okay, what is the rush? If you tell me you’re pregnant—”
 
   “I am not pregnant, for heaven’s sake.” Her eyes scanned the room to ensure no one listened nearby. “But I’m not sure how much I can promise if we have to wait for eight months. That’s why I need to get started today. I almost called you at home last night.”
 
   “You should have.”
 
   Cara sighed. “Look, this can’t get into the papers before we’re actually engaged and his family is notified. That’s just tacky.”
 
   “Does he know you are talking to me?”
 
   Keith Whitley’s, “When You Say Nothing at All” sang in Cara’s purse before she could respond. “I’ll ask him.” She slid the phone open and answered, looking like someone had just made her day. A minute later, she disconnected and smiled. “He’s sending you a message.”
 
   “He has my number?”
 
   Cara’s phone buzzed again and she passed it across the table, the text message filling the screen. HOW QUICKLY CAN THIS BE PULLED OFF? SOONER IS BETTER THAN LATER. Her eyes met Trenna’s and she took a deep breath. “We’re ready to make this happen.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll gather a list of available venues and the dates they’re available. Remember, these things change hourly sometimes, so you have to pick a place and let me know immediately. Caterer is next in line and then clothing. The rest is always doable, but those things can make or break a rush job.”
 
   “How fast, Trenna. I need to know if we’re talking four weeks, eight weeks—don’t tell me twelve, or I’ll cry.”
 
   “We need a minimum of six weeks from the day you set a date in order to send out invitations. That doesn’t include having them made.”
 
   “If they’re hand written, can they be started now without the pertinent info until I get back from Atlanta?” Cara knew her panic must show on her face.
 
   “I have a woman, I don’t know if she’ll be interested, but she’s done that for me before. She tends to be unpredictable as to what she’ll accept.”
 
   Leaning across the table, Cara begged, “Can you call her? Now?”
 
   The seconds ticked by slowly as Trenna called, talked, cajoled, and then slid her phone shut with a snap. “She isn’t interested.”
 
   “Okay, next best plan.”
 
   “Okay, if we can’t go with hand lettered, then how about handcrafted. If we keep it simple and elegant, it won’t look cheesy. I’ve got a paper crafter that just finished a job a week ago. Let me try her.” As the phone rang, Trenna watched Cara. “What’s the hurry?”
 
   “We’re trying to behave like the Christians we claim to be.” She swallowed hard. “Let’s just say I didn’t know how hard that could be.”
 
   The call to the paper crafter remained enigmatic from Cara’s perspective. She listened, trying to decide if Trenna had struck out again, or if the woman had offered to clear her schedule. No matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t tell. After ten minutes of ambiguous conversation, Trenna ended the call with a, “Great. Thanks. I’ll look forward to seeing the samples by tomorrow afternoon.”
 
   “She’ll do it?”
 
   “She’ll do it. She is going to make up three new ones and bring those and the six samples she thinks might work to my office tomorrow. I’ll leave them with Frank on my way to church tomorrow night.” Trenna looked pleased. “Okay, if we can’t find a venue, what are the chances that we can get the Lyman estate?”
 
   “Good, I imagine. I don’t know, but I can’t see why not.”
 
   “Then, if you can get girls in for measurements next week, we’ll get started on dresses. Have you chosen colors?”
 
   “I just found out last night that this was really going to happen, Trenna!”
 
   “I want colors, number of attendants, top three choices of venues or types of venues, and a picture of what you think you’ll have for a gown by midnight tonight.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “If you can’t email them to this address…” Trenna scrawled something on a napkin and slid it across the table. Send a friend to drop them off in the night drop at the office, but I need them ASAP.”
 
   Cara rose from her seat and smiled at Trenna, whispering, “Thanks.” In a more conversational tone, she added, “It’s great to see you again. I’ll be praying for your aunt.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   On the way back to the office, Cara called her mom. “Okay, you can’t freak out, you can’t call anyone, you can’t say anything to anyone. I have to know you’re going to promise me, or I’m hanging up.”
 
   “Cara!”
 
   “Mom, this is serious.” She felt like a melodramatic teenager. That’d be because you’re acting like one, you twit, she chastised herself.
 
   “Okay, okay. You’re getting that promotion, aren’t you?”
 
   “Not the kind you’re thinking, no. However, you just got one.” The temptation to giggle was nauseating. Her mom was going to freak.
 
   “I did?” Diane’s voice sounded annoyed. “Cara, spit it out before I lose it.”
 
   “You need to drive to Ferndale or someplace far away and buy every bridal magazine you can find.”
 
   “Why—he proposed! Already?”
 
   “No, but he’s gonna if we’re still of the same mind when I get to Atlanta. I’m looking at September the twenty-sixth or October the third. We have to start now, Mom.”
 
   “Are you pregnant?”
 
   “Mom!”
 
   Diane didn’t sound in the least bit bothered by her question. “When my daughter tells me she’s planning a rushed wedding before she has a proposal, to a man that—” Diane coughed. “Well, to someone with the kind of chemistry you guys share, what is a mom to think?”
 
   “Maybe that her daughter is trying to prevent a precipitous explosion rather than clean up after one?”
 
   “Cara, dear, that is disturbing on too many levels to know where to begin.”
 
   “An unfortunate choice of words, I grant you, Mom, but what do you expect?”
 
   As the realization of what everything meant crashed over her, Diane’s voice softened. “My little—”
 
   “Don’t do it, Mom. I’m driving. I can’t afford tears.”
 
   “Fine. I’m on my way. Wait, why Ferndale?”
 
   “No one can know anything until I have a ring on my finger and an official proposal! You know what would happen if someone we knew saw you buying a stack of magazines.”
 
   “Good idea. In one word, describe your dress.”
 
   “Cara.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I want,” she explained patiently, “anyone to be able to look at my dress and know immediately that it is perfect for me.”
 
   “Okay, what color?”
 
   “Well, I don’t want a true ivory, but if I could find something between ivory and white, I’d look better in it than a stark white.” It seemed surreal to begin planning a wedding without a proposal.
 
   “What colors for the wedding?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ve got to get to work now, Mom. I’ll call you later.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Verna nearly jumped out of her skin when she walked into Jonathan’s bedroom to vacuum and found him sitting in his chair. Jonathan Lyman just didn’t spend the afternoon sitting in his bedroom when he had work to do. “What’re you doin’ home, young man? I’ve got things to do and so do you.”
 
   “Kids sleeping?”
 
   “It’s nap time, what do you think, boy?”
 
   “You’re in a feisty mood.”
 
   Hands on hips, Verna gave him one of her trademarked looks. “When I come into a room that I expect to find empty and get a year scared off my life, I get a mite riled. Now what’re you doin’ home?”
 
   “I miss her.”
 
   Interesting words. “Cara?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He would get into one of his silent moods after a bombshell like that. “Gonna marry her?”
 
   “Unless something happens during her visit that tells us no, yeah, I think I am.”
 
   “Mmm hmmm.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re messin’ with your own head, boy, not mine. You’ll be engaged before the weekend’s out, and you know it. Got a ring?”
 
   Jonathan pulled his cellphone from his pocket and clicked open a picture. “Think it’ll work?”
 
   “I’ll tell you when I meet her. Do yourself a favor, though.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   His faithful nanny and friend held his face in her hands and bent so her eyes were level with his, as if he was a little boy. “Don’t let her know it’s an investment.”
 
   “It’s not. I’m probably paying more than it’s worth.”
 
   Verna straightened, stretched her back, and reached for the vacuum cord. “Good. Make sure she knows that.”
 
   Jonathan jogged downstairs and left Verna to her afternoon housework. In his office, he looked over papers and then set them aside when he realized he didn’t know anything more about them than he had when he’d started. He started to call his mother and changed his mind. He punched Cara’s number and then closed his phone. Unsettled in a way he hadn’t felt in a long time, he changed into swim trunks and went to swim laps in the pool.
 
   On his fifth pass across the pool, he jumped out, grabbed his cellphone, and sent Cara a text message. WHAT IS THE EARLIEST DATE? The words said so little and yet so much. Waiting any longer for what seemed a given would kill him.
 
   Cara’s reply came within less than a minute. If only the weeks would pass so swiftly. SEPT 26 BUT ITS TIGHT. BETTER OCT 3
 
   Before he could respond, Bryson and Riley raced from the house to greet him. “Daddy! You’re home ‘specially early!”
 
   “I am at that.”
 
   A curious expression stole over Bryson’s face. “Daddy, is something wrong? You’re sad.”
 
   “Daddy’s not sad! He’s home with us!” Riley’s indignation showed from the tip of her ponytailed head to the polished toes of her little feet.
 
   “I’d say you’re both right.”
 
   “Did you have fun with Miss Cara?” As always, Bryson brought the discussion to the crux of the matter.
 
   “I did.”
 
   “You didn’t want to leave her, though.”
 
   “Bryson! Daddy wanted to come home to us!” 
 
   Jonathan noticed insecurity in Riley’s response and pulled himself from the pool. “Yes, I did want to come home to both of you, and no, I didn’t want to leave her.”
 
   “If we lived in Rockland—”
 
   “In Rockland, we’d never see Daddy!”
 
   The words stunned him. “Why do you say that, Ry?”
 
   “‘Cause when we went to Rockland, you were always gone.”
 
   Wrapping a towel around him, Jonathan sank into one of the patio chairs and leaned forward to talk eye to eye with his daughter. “You do know that if we lived there, I wouldn’t be gone from home all the time, don’t you? That was a vacation, and we were only there for a week after the wedding.”
 
   “I thought you liked Miss Cara.” Bryson’s words sounded almost like an accusation.
 
   “I do!” The childish retort seemed a bit exaggerated, even to Jonathan’s ears.
 
   “Is something wrong, Riley?” He hoped his daughter hadn’t taken a sudden dislike to Cara. “Do you still want Cara to come see us next month?”
 
   “Oh, yes! She’s going to go swimming with us, and paint my fingernails, and we’re going shopping.”
 
   “Girl stuff,” Bryson pronounced with disgust.
 
   “Fun stuff! Daddy, make him stop!”
 
   Before Jonathan could tell either child to stop being so petty, Bryson apologized. “Sorry. I just want Miss Cara to come and want to stay.”
 
   “Stay? Can she, Daddy?”
 
   “Would you like that?” Maybe things wouldn’t be as awkward as he thought.
 
   “Yes! I like Miss Cara.” The child’s voice grew very small. “I wish she was my mommy since my own mommy isn’t here.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Jonathan’s quiet voice surprised his children. “Me three.”
 
   “Can you hire her?” Riley’s hands clapped excitedly at the thought.
 
   “You don’t hire mommies, Riley, you marry them.” The air of mature superiority in Bryson’s voice nearly ruined all of Jonathan’s forced composure.
 
   “With a wedding? Like when we saw Miss Cara?”
 
   “Would you like that, Riley?”
 
   Something in Jonathan’s question seemed to answer something in Bryson’s mind. “You want to marry Miss Cara, don’t you, Daddy?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did you ask her?”
 
   Riley watched the conversation, her eyes wide with excitement, and her tongue uncharacteristically quiet. Jonathan shook his head. “Not yet.”
 
   “Why not? Her birthday would have been a nice day—”
 
   “I wasn’t sure then.” Even to his own ears, his excuse sounded lame.
 
   “You didn’t know if we wanted a mommy again, did you?”
 
   “Well, son, it’s not that simple. If I decided to marry Cara, I would do it even if you guys didn’t think you wanted me to. It’s my job as daddy to do what is best for you, even if you don’t like it.”
 
   “But we do like it, Daddy!” Riley insisted. “Can you get married when she comes?”
 
   “She might not say yes, Riley.” Bryson, wise beyond his years, knew that not every woman said yes to an offer of marriage.
 
   “Of course she will. He’s our Daddy! She thinks he’s the han’som—” The child’s face flushed. “I wasn’t ‘posed to tell!”
 
   “Bryson already did, remember?”
 
   Without warning, Riley’s foot shot out and kicked Bryson’s shin. “That’s for telling.”
 
   “Daddy!”
 
   Frustrated, Jonathan dragged his squabbling children into the house to deal with the situation. Hours later, he sat, rolling the ring between his thumb and forefinger, wondering if he was crazy to do something so soon. Decision made, he pushed the ring into the jeweler’s box, snapped the lid closed, and locked it in his bedroom safe. Seconds later, he sent Cara another text message. SEPT 26. DEFINITELY. I LOVE YOU.
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730316]Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Diane looked at the list of venue options and put them in order of preference. “Okay, so first, the upper floor of the Oakes. Second choice, the Peterson Garden at the Botanical Gardens, and third choice is the Lyman estate.”
 
   Cara typed quickly as her mother dictated their list. “Are you sure we shouldn’t have a third choice and then the Lyman estate as back-up?”
 
   “You didn’t like anything else but the Chesterfield Greenhouse, and we didn’t think there was enough space.”
 
   “Well, but Trenna would know. It’d give her another option to work with. I think I’ll put it down as three and then Lyman as fourth. It can’t hurt.”
 
   “Fine. Let’s just get this done. What’s next?”
 
   “She wants colors. I don’t know what to do about that. I don’t know what Jonathan will want.”
 
   “Can you ask him what colors are out?” Diane glanced at Cara’s cellphone meaningfully.
 
   “Oh, I missed a text. He’s saying the twenty-sixth as a definite. Eek!” Marking that down in her Word document, Cara sent a quick text asking about colors and prayed that he was still awake. A reply shot back almost immediately. Cara read aloud. NO YELLOW AND I DON’T CARE FOR RED MYSELF BUT IT’S FINE IF YOU WANT IT.
 
   “Okay, so we’re pretty good on just about anything. Pick a color.” 
 
   Cara closed her eyes, tried to imagine Kirky, Carly, and Julia wearing the same color, and failed. “None of them look good in the same thing.”
 
   “What about a champagne colored silk like we used for that cocktail dress last winter?” Diane jumped up to grab a scrap from her scrapbook of designs.
 
   “How would that look with pale pink?”
 
   Diane held several swatches from one of her books up to the scrap for comparison. “Pale pink for what?” 
 
   “Flowers… and maybe a sash for Riley.” Cara stared at the list again. “Okay, so we have champagne dresses, three girls—”
 
   “Well, except you don’t want to forget his family. He may have more.”
 
   “I was thinking Lisa Lanzo has been such a good friend…”
 
   Diane pointed to the laptop. “I’d put down four to six. That way, she has a ballpark, but you don’t sound committed yet.”
 
   Finally, Cara tore out the two dresses she’d chosen from two different magazines, cut the torso of one, and taped it to the other. “There. That’s just perfect.”
 
   “I need that back.”
 
   “I’m just taking a picture!”
 
   While Cara typed out the last instructions, Diane fussed about dress fabrics. Her finger hesitated over the print button before she slid it across the touch pad and clicked her inbox. The email whizzed through cyberspace before Cara turned to Diane. “Mom, I’ll make you a deal. Pick four fabrics and I promise I’ll choose one, or I’ll go with you to every fabric store in the Rockland area anytime you ask me for a year.”
 
   “No way. You’ll settle for something you don’t like just to get out of shopping. I’ll find something.”
 
   Cara kissed her mother on her way out the front door. “You always do and it’s always perfect.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Tired, disheveled after a trip through the grocery store that resulted in chasing her shopping cart across the parking lot, and ready for a long soak in her tub, Cara fumbled with her keys, nearly screaming when the door opened at her touch. “Wha—Jonathan!”
 
   “Miss me?” He took the bags from her arms and set them on the counter. Ignoring every warning bell in his mind, weeks of hands-off promises to himself, and the look of shock in her eyes, Jonathan wrapped his arms around Cara, lifting her off her feet. “I missed you.”
 
   The instant magnetism that formed sparked a wordless discussion. She forced herself to step back as Jonathan apologized—and then apologized for his apology. “What can I say,” he asked as his hands gripped the counter to steady himself. “I just—”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Jonathan took a steadying breath and murmured, “I really—I just missed you.”
 
   “Me too. What are you doing here! Not that I’m complaining,” she hastened to add, “I’m just stunned. You only left the day before yesterday.”
 
   “I was craving a good filet and thought I’d share it with you, if you don’t mind.”
 
   A knock on her door startled her. “Who—oh, hi, Frank. Thanks.” She waved the packet at Jonathan. “Invitation samples. Do you want to see?”
 
   “How about after dinner? It should be here in about half an hour they said. Why don’t you go soak in your tub, relax, and I’ll wait for the food.”
 
   “I can wait with you.” Cara unconsciously kneaded her neck even as she spoke.
 
   “Go ahead and take a long bath. I know you; you were planning it before you got in the door. I’m just going to put away your food and then rest my eyes a bit while I wait. I didn’t sleep well last night.”
 
   Upstairs, Cara went into action. His visit meant more than a, “I missed you so I’m here to have dinner with you.” While the tub filled with her favorite bath salts dissolving in the steamy water, she ran downstairs to plow through her closets, but Jonathan stood on the bottom step, leaning against the wall, and holding the most provocative outfit she owned on one finger.
 
   Rolling her eyes, she asked, “May I pass to get shoe—”
 
   His other hand rose from his side holding her highest heeled slides. “I come prepared.”
 
   “That you do. Go rest those eyes, mister.”
 
   Upstairs, she set her minute timer for fifteen minutes, climbed into the tub, and forced herself to relax. This would likely be one of the top nights of her life, and she didn’t want it marred by anxiety. Every ounce of strain and frustration seemed to dissolve along with her bath salts until she heard the irritating zing of the timer.
 
   Forcing herself to move slowly and deliberately, she slathered her skin in body crème, put on her nicest undergarments, and then laughed at herself for being so ridiculous. He wouldn’t see them! Regardless, she felt better knowing they were there—more confident, if underwear can inspire such a thing as confidence. The dress slipped over her head easily and zipped without a catch. She hooked the halter straps around her neck and surveyed the results in the mirror. 
 
   Originally, the dress had plunged too deeply for decency, but Diane had found a way to stitch the folds of crimson chiffon to cover most of her cleavage. It had been one of Cara’s mother’s few failures. The skirt hit just above the knee and was flirty enough to look perfect for a night of clubbing—not exactly the look Cara tried to achieve in any of her wardrobe choices. However, the dress flattered her more than anything else she owned, the fabric had been expensive, and neither Cara nor Diane had been willing to part with it. It had hung, unworn, in the closet for over a year. Though it felt strange to wear it for an evening at home, Cara refused not to wear it now that she had the chance.
 
   Next, she put on her key pendant and her diamond earrings. Her hair looked best up with the dress, but she let it hang in its customary waves. Shoes, perfume, and touched up makeup and she was ready for anything—or so she hoped. The doorbell rang just as she was ready to go back downstairs. Unwilling to be under scrutiny, she waited until the door shut and then reached for her doorknob. After one last glance in the mirror, one last adjustment to the bodice, the skirt, and one last check to make sure her toenails were not chipped, she opened the door.
 
   Jonathan looked up from where he loaded plates with food and swallowed. Twice. “Take your plate before I do something really stupid.”
 
   “I take it you approve.” 
 
   “You know I do. I’ll be there in a minute. Just have to find your hot pads—want to protect your table.”
 
   “Drawer next to the stove, at the back.” Cara took the plate and carried it to the couch. 
 
   The silence of the meal surprised neither of them. Without even the familiar glances that so often spoke volumes, they somehow communicated as they ate, allowing themselves to revel in the realization of what the night would mean for them. It felt juvenile, but Cara wondered if he’d kiss her. Jonathan wondered how he’d manage not to. Both of them wondered if waiting for a wedding wouldn’t prove to be foolish in the end.
 
   Jonathan carried their empty plates into the kitchen and grabbed the water carafe to refill their glasses. When he returned, instead of resuming his place on the opposite corner of the couch, he hunkered down on his heels in front of her, pulling a handkerchief from his slacks. He untied it, slipped the ring from the twisted fabric, and held it between his thumb and index fingers.
 
   “Last night, I held this, wondering if you’d like it, praying you’d really accept it, hoping I didn’t go crazy before the first.” He swallowed again, took a sip of wine, and his eyes fell on the key around her neck. He smiled as he struggled to speak, when all he wanted to do was hold her and know everything was settled.
 
   “Jonafan?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I don’t need a big speech.”
 
   He smiled at all she didn’t say. “Marry me?”
 
   “September twenty-sixth?”
 
   He nodded. “Unless you think we can pull off the nineteenth.
 
   “Do you promise to make it to the right church?”
 
   “Hey, I made it to the right one last time,” he laughed. “Eventually.”
 
   “I’ll marry you under one condition then.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “You fork over that ring.” She held out her hand for him to slip it onto her finger.
 
   “Who knew she was so mercenary?”
 
   Cara shook her head. “I’m not. I’d be happy with a piece of string as long as you were attached, but no one is going to believe it without that ring, so I want it.”
 
   “You do not know how badly I want to kiss you.”
 
   “And you do know what a very bad idea that’d be, so thank you for resisting. I couldn’t if you tried.” She pointed to the packet on her breakfast bar. “How about you get those invitations before we discover we’re not as self-controlled as we think.”
 
   “Deal.”
 
   As he retrieved the package, Jonathan asked, “So what do we know about this wedding?”
 
   “According to Trenna, Westbury Fellowship and Rockland Congregational are both available that day. She says RC allows outside ministers to perform ceremonies, so we can have whoever we want.”
 
   “Okay, that’s good. I’m fine with either, but I think Rockland Congregational is larger. What about reception?”
 
   “She has The Oakes upper floor reserved for us.”
 
   “Lily considered that,” he mused as he handed her the envelope. “They weren’t available on our day.”
 
   “Is it a bad idea?” Cara prayed he’d say no. The pictures of the rooms at The Oakes were gorgeous, and onsite catering made everything easier.
 
   “No, not at all. I’m glad you got it.”
 
   They spread out the invitations and immediately discarded two. After looking over them again, Cara pointed at three more. “I really like those, but I like these better.”
 
   “I concur, except that I don’t like that one much either.” Jonathan pointed to one of Cara’s favorites.
 
   “Then out it goes. That leaves three. Which is your least favorite of those three?”
 
   They each looked over the cards, weighed their features, and finally both pointed to the center one. “That one.”
 
   With two cards left, Cara jumped up and grabbed a zip lock bag. “I’ll tell Trenna to pick between them as far as our colors go and such. I don’t know if we have enough contrast for this one.”
 
   “What are the colors?”
 
   “Champagne for the girls’ gowns, pale pink for flowers and Riley.” She looked apologetic. “Sorry, I just couldn’t think of anything else that would look good on everyone.”
 
   “I forgot to tell you. I have a cousin, Chloe, who should probably be a bridesmaid, if possible.”
 
   “I have three—possibly four, and told Trenna four to six, so we’re good. If there are more, let me know.” She sank back into the overstuffed couch and frowned. “Is this all too much to deal with? I mean, you’ve already been through all of it. We could just go get a license and talk to Vince after church—”
 
   “As wonderful as that sounds, no. We’d regret not having a memorable celebration.” Jonathan allowed his finger to trace the large square solitaire on Cara’s left hand. “This is your wedding, Cara. Enjoy it.”
 
   “What can we ask your mom to do in order to make her feel more a part of it?”
 
   “Is Trenna’s photographer available?”
 
   Cara shook her head. “Krista is booked that day.”
 
   “Let Mom handle it. She’ll love securing the best at the last second. It’s a hobby with her.” 
 
   “Mom is shopping for fabric tomorrow.”
 
   “For your gown?”
 
   She nodded. “Yep. I couldn’t decide between two, so I combined them. I expect by the time I get back from Atlanta, Mom’ll be ready to poke me within an inch of my life.” Cara looked at him curiously. “What will your children say?”
 
   “They’ll be relieved. Riley wanted me to hire you as a mommy.”
 
   “Hire, hmmmmm.” She glanced down at her ring. “This is some payment for a job I’d do free.”
 
   “Oh, and I am under orders from Verna to make sure you know that the ring is not an investment.”
 
   “Of course it is. It’s an investment into our relationship.” She fingered the stone absently. “The funny thing is; I think I would have assumed I wouldn’t like something like this, but it’s perfect.” She glanced at his face and smiled at his pleasure. Jonathan looked tired. How long they sat there, speaking nothing and allowing their hearts to interweave new threads to their relationship, neither ever remembered.
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730317]Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   Carly and Tina pounced the next morning when Cara arrived, her ring feeling like an anvil on her hand. She’d been tempted to hide it but realized how foolish she’d be to do something so futile. Her engagement would be in Sunday’s paper. She swallowed hard. Sunday’s paper. Wow.
 
   “I knew it! I knew something like this was coming. You’ve been making all those calls behind closed doors and everything—”
 
   Odd glances from over cubicle partitions told her she couldn’t hide it anymore. “Okay, I have an announcement, everyone, so listen up. I am engaged to Jonathan Lyman. Yes, he’s one of those Lymans, for those who care about such things. Furthermore, we’re getting married quickly—September twenty-sixth, so before more speculation begins, the answer is no. I am not pregnant.”
 
   “Doesn’t he live in Atlanta?” Robin’s voice came from the corner of the room where he stood filling his coffee mug with hot water.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So you’ll be moving?” Tina sounded ready to cry.
 
   “We haven’t talked about it, but since he’s been planning a move to Rockland anyway, I imagine he’ll be moving here.” Cara glanced around her. “Any other questions?”
 
   “Are we all invited?” Derek’s voice behind her sent a wave of uncertainty over her.
 
   “Definitely. So, if you want an invite, get your mailing address to my inbox by Friday. The invitations go out in a week and a half.”
 
   Marla called out from her cubicle, “So what’s the rush?”
 
   “Have you ever seen Jonathan Lyman?” Carly stood with hands on hips, waiting for Marla’s reply.
 
   “Well, yeah, who hasn’t?”
 
   Carly shook her head. “You’ve seen him—probably waiting for Cara in the daily office huddle last spring—and you can ask that question?”
 
   The room erupted in snickers as Cara rolled her eyes at her friend and stepped into her office. She had a lot of work to do to be prepared to be gone for two weeks—wherever Jonathan would take her. Her inbox flooded with emails as she booted up her laptop. She stared, stunned, as nine hundred fourteen emails loaded—thirteen of them into her spam folder. She scrolled through them and saw repeated subjects welcoming her to all kinds of mailing lists. Everything from daily horoscopes to coupons for dog food stared back at her, mocking.
 
   “Tina!” Cara knew she sounded panicked. Forget that, she was panicked.
 
   “What’s wrong?” 
 
   “I need a new email address immediately. Get Rod in tech to give me one as Cara Lyman—” She paused. “Wait. Um, on second thought, go through my email, unsubscribe from everything you know doesn’t fit me, and forward the stuff I need to deal with today to my gmail account. I’ll talk to Jonathan before I go with the email change.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Check my email. You’ll see.” 
 
   Jonathan’s phone went to voice mail. She hesitated, not wanting to blow the thing out of proportion, and then decided to text it after all. EMAIL COMPROMISED. NEED A NEW ONE. SHOULD I CHANGE NAME ON IT NOW OR DO AGAIN IN 6 WEEKS? Even as she reread it, she knew what he’d say, and that knowledge made her feel even more ridiculous. Even so, if anyone questioned, she’d be able to say truthfully that he’d suggested it.
 
   Her phone sang Jonathan’s ringtone and she read his message eagerly. IF I SAY NOW DO I GET THE PRIVILEGES OF THE OFFICE? JK. DO IT. IT’S A HASSLE FOR EVERYONE INCLUDING YOU. SAVE EVERYONE THE TROUBLE. Now, that was the kind of answer Cara liked to hear. Before she could tell Tina to order the new email, she got another message. WHAT HAPPENED?
 
   Her fingers flew over her Blackberry keys as she described the flood of emails. SOMEONE MUST HAVE SIGNED ME UP FOR EVERY EMAIL LIST IN THE COUNTRY.
 
   Several minutes passed, but by the time she had Tina on the phone with tech support, Jonathan had replied to her text. DELLA?
 
   Her heart sank. She hadn’t even considered that possibility. In fact, she would have guessed Jacob first. Before she could text a response, Tina ducked her head in Cara’s office and asked, “Are you sure you want to unsubscribe from Madame Giuliani’s Psychic reading, the Chippendale man of the day calendar, and Alcoholics Anonymous’ daily encouragement email? You wouldn’t want to fall off the wagon again…”
 
   “Well, fine, keep the chips, but the rest have to go.”
 
   “If I didn’t know you were kidding,” Tina quipped, “I’d do it just to spite you.”
 
   Laughing, Cara slid her phone across the desk. “You answer to Jonathan for it then.”
 
   “Oh yeah, that’s why I came in. Rod made you cara.lyman@mayflowertrust.com. He said he’d switch all internal address books, but you’ll have to notify anyone outside the company.”
 
   Her fingers flew across the keyboard, composing an apologetic letter regarding the change in email. For a moment, they hovered over the keys, as she contemplated how to request that people not give out her email without permission. There had to be a way to do it without sounding demanding or paranoid. Before she could finish, the calls and responsibilities of the day attacked from all sides. Email, though essential to her job, wasn’t as important as the acquisitions fiscal reports and the restructuring data. 
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   “Sorry, Jonathan, you’re going to have to talk wedding with me. I don’t want to inadvertently offend your family by choosing chicken over fish or mushrooms over truffles.”
 
   “I can talk. I’ve learned to dislike it more than I ever did, but I can do it. What do you need to know?”
 
   “Why you like it less is a good start.” Jonathan’s words unsettled her. She didn’t need him to fill her conversational needs. She had friends, the children would likely talk with her, she had her mother, and if things kept going the way they were, probably Jonathan’s mother as well. She had no reason to rely on him for conversation, but it still bothered her slightly to think that he had less interest in talking now.
 
   “I like to hear you talk. I like to sit in a room with you, not say a word, and enjoy the sense of satisfaction I get when you know what I’m thinking even when I didn’t say it. I love our wordless conversations, hearing you talk about your day, and that you don’t pressure me to be someone I’m not. I like it.” Silence followed for a few seconds before he lowered his voice and added, “I crave it.”
 
   “If you were here, I’d tell you to shut up and enjoy the silence, but we have things to discuss, so how about next Friday we do that on the way to your home?”
 
   “Sounds great. Hit me with your first question.”
 
   “Did your mom find a photographer? I have a call in to her, but if you know the answer, then I won’t start panicking if she can’t get back to me before my meter runs low.”
 
   “Meter?”
 
   “Panic-o-meter.”
 
   “Mom got a new photographer from Marshfield. He came highly recommended and with an impressive portfolio. I’ll bet she sent the information to your old email. I’ll give her the new one.”
 
   “So, photographer, check?”
 
   “Check.” Jonathan’s laughter made Cara wish the week away so she could watch him. Watching Jonathan laugh was one of her secret delights. He could say more with a snicker, a chuckle, or a hearty laugh than most men say with a twenty-minute discourse.
 
   “Okay, the Oakes menu options that we like are halibut, chicken breast, pork tenderloin, or the beef tenderloin. We tried to swing the filets, but we just can’t.”
 
   “I could—”
 
   “No, Jonathan, unless the other options are a problem, we’d rather you just picked two and left it at that.”
 
   “Take the halibut and the beef tenderloin then, but promise if there’s even a hint of a wince when you get the bill, that you’ll just forward it to me.”
 
   “I promise. Next, does your mother have a guest list? Trenna needs it by tomorrow.”
 
   She heard keys clicking and surmised that he probably was checking or sending an email. “Well, there isn’t one in my inbox, but I sent Mom an email, and I’ll work on getting a list of everyone that I can think of so it’ll at least help.”
 
   “Trenna said the easiest way to start is with your Christmas card list, if you have one.”
 
   “Well, that’ll make it easy. I’ll send Mom another email.” A muffled sound interrupted them, and then Jonathan said, “Just a minute, Riley had a bad dream.”
 
   As she waited for him to return, Cara prayed for peaceful sleep and pleasanter dreams to envelop Riley for that night and the rest of the nights in her life. Time crawled past as she made out lists of things to pack for a honeymoon, pictures she wanted taken, bridesmaid accessories, and similar things. She prayed for Bryce, Jonathan, their adjustment to the move, and for Verna whom she prayed would consider relocating with them. As almost a substitute grandmother, Cara didn’t want to see her stripped from the children because of her.
 
   “Whew. She hasn’t had one of those in a while…”
 
   “I didn’t know she was prone to bad dreams.”
 
   “Ever since a twit at church told her that she killed her mother by being born, yeah, it’s been a doozy now and then.”
 
   “Seriously? What kind of low-down…”
 
   “I think he was parroting what his parents said. Riley made him mad, so he lashed back. It makes me mad, but I doubt he was unprovoked.”
 
   “What does she dream about?” To Cara, the whole thing sounded like the kind of thing a bully does.
 
   “This time it was about leaving here and not having a place to live. She thought you wouldn’t want to live with us if we didn’t have our nice home.”
 
   “Oh, no! That’s terrible! How do you calm her down?”
 
   “I just talk to her.” He chuckled. “Stop laughing, it’s something a father has to do sometimes. I counter her mind’s fallacies with truth. We will have a home, no matter where we live, you’re coming to live with us, not with our house, and even if something terrible happened, like our house burning down or something, you’d still stay with us.”
 
   “And it works?”
 
   “Well, either that, I’m a good hypnotist, or I’m really boring, because she’s out like a light already.”
 
   “Okay, so back to decisions. Did you decide if Riley can make it down the aisle?”
 
   “Flower girl. Definitely. I got an earful from Mom for even hinting otherwise.”
 
   “If you don’t want—”
 
   “Oh, I want her to; I just started to wonder about her age and everything. Bryce says he’ll force her down if he has to drag her by her dress.”
 
   “Well, there you go. Okay, so you’ve got measurements coming from the groomsmen?”
 
   “Tuxes are already ordered by all but Trevor, who assures me that he will take care of it tomorrow or Monday at the latest.”
 
   “Okay then,” she said finally. “All that’s left is registration. I had no less than twelve calls in the first thirty-six hours of engagement asking where we’re registered. So, I need names of places your family will expect to shop, and oh—” she hesitated. Did she really want to open that can of worms? Carly had made her promise to ask, so she continued. “Carly wants to know if we want a couple’s shower or if we’d prefer she went with a traditional bridal shower. We have until morning and then she’s going to go with a couple’s lingerie shower to teach us a lesson.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Cara frowned. “I suppose whenever you’d be available.”
 
   “Unless it’s really important to you, I think you’d better go with bridal. Going back and forth is going to be very old by the time this wedding hits. I’d rather save a trip for when I can just spend it with you and not with fifty of our closest friend couples.”
 
   “Sounds good to me. I’d decline all together, but it’d crush Carly. I’m guessing she’ll go with personal since you’re not there.”
 
   “Maybe I will show up…”
 
   “Goodnight, Jonafan.”
 
   His laughter sent the most unruly butterflies fluttering in her heart. “Goodnight, Cara mia.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730318]Chapter Thirty
 
   A wall of heat and humidity slammed into Cara’s chest as she stepped out of the airport. “Oh, wow! I thought I knew what humidity is, but…”
 
   “It gets pretty intense, but you’ll get used to it.”
 
   “I feel my face melting, and my hair is either going to go completely flat or frizz like there’s no tomorrow. How do Georgian women look so put together all the time?” Cara forced herself not to whine. The heat stifled her.
 
   “I don’t know, but I bet Verna can help you with that.” After exactly fourteen minutes and thirty-two seconds of Cara’s presence, Jonathan couldn’t take it any longer. His hands reached for her. There, in the middle of a parking row too far from his car for comfort, he dropped the handle to her suitcase, wrapped his arms around her, and held her. “I can’t believe you’re here. This was the slowest week of my life.”
 
   Laughing, she stepped back before they held up a line of cars and moved to one side of the aisle. “Just wait until the week of the nineteenth and see how this compares.”
 
   “I’m just relieved that we talked Trenna into that week. I wouldn’t make it another.”
 
   Desperate to control himself, Jonathan grabbed the suitcase and resumed walking. His free hand refused to show any self-restraint, so he stuffed it in his pocket and switched the subject to safer topics. “How’s the dress coming?”
 
   “The muslin fits well, so I bet Mom will have half of the basic sewing done before I get home.”
 
   “What does a Muslim have to do with it?”
 
   Cara switched her overnight case to her other hand and Jonathan took it. “Oh, I can get it—”
 
   “Well, let’s just say I need the distraction for my hands and leave it at that. Tell me about what Muslims have to do with your dress. If you’re wearing a burka, so help me…” 
 
   “Oh, stuff it. A muslin is just some sewing term for a mockup of the final thing out of cheaper fabric so you know it’ll fit right. Mom always does it out of something wearable so that it’s not wasted. She finds stuff marked down to a dollar and uses that.”
 
   “Sounds complicated,” Jonathan popped the back of his SUV open from six cars away and added, “Why didn’t you just buy your dress again?”
 
   “Well, first because you can’t get one that fast. Second, remember the short waist?”
 
   As he opened the door for her, Jonathan paused, gazing in to her eyes for what seemed like a muggy age. “You’re really here.”
 
   “That’s the second time you’ve said that. You sound like a girl who expected to get stood up for the prom.”
 
   He brushed a tendril from her cheek and tucked it behind her ear. “That’s exactly what I expected. I kept thinking of a million things that could and probably would go wrong. The stress alone—”
 
   “Not to seem vain or crass, but my face is pooling into my bra, and I can’t breathe in this heat. Could we continue this with the car running?”
 
   With a heart lighter than he’d felt in the last twelve days, Jonathan jogged to his side of the car, jumped in, blasted the air conditioner, and pulled his sticky shirt away from his body as he did. “You have a point…”
 
   “If you think stress is going to get me out of this, you’ve got another thing coming.” She watched him skillfully navigate the airport and glide into the traffic on I-85. “How far is it to your house?”
 
   “About an hour in this traffic—a little less at other times of the day.”
 
   “Why didn’t you bring Riley and Bryson?” 
 
   He heard the fatigue in her voice and ignored the question. “Put your seat back a bit and rest. They’re going to attack the minute they get home, so you need all the rest you can get.”
 
   He saw her iPod in her purse between them and grabbed it. Plugging it into his USB port, the sounds of Celtic Woman flooded his car. Without opening her eyes, she reached for his hand. “You’re good to me, Jonathan.”
 
   How he wanted to keep it. He felt like David Langston of The Harvester, eager to hold and enjoy the touch of his beloved’s hand, but unlike the hero of the Limberlost, he didn’t have the kind of self-restraint necessary to trust himself with her. He squeezed her hand and then gripped the wheel, flipping on his blinker to change lanes as an excuse.
 
   “You don’t have to do that, you know,” Cara murmured, nearly asleep already. “I understand. Believe me, I understand.”
 
   “It still seems rude…”
 
   “Six more weeks…”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Her eyes flew open as Jonathan’s hand shook her shoulders. “We’re here.”
 
   Darkness seemed to envelop her. Wherever here was, she couldn’t see. “Where—”
 
   “The garage. It’s not the optimal way to see the house, but hey.”
 
   “Take me down the driveway so I can see it?”
 
   “I thought you were trying to ‘save face,’” he protested.
 
   “Funny. Come on, humor me.”
 
   So, leading her back down his circular drive, he told her to close her eyes until he reached what he insisted was the best angle of the house. “Okay, Cara, open them now.”
 
   “It looks like a huge farmhouse! I had no idea it was so large!” Seeing the garage to the left of the house, she pointed. “Is that where Verna lives?”
 
   “Yep. She has a nice sized apartment up there.”
 
   Staring at the three-car monstrosity before her, Cara muttered, “It’s probably the size of my entire house.”
 
   “Probably,” he agreed, unaware that she didn’t want to hear that answer.
 
   Opening the front door, he encouraged her to look around. “I’ll go get your bags.”
 
   Without Jonathan observing every movement, Cara glanced around the foyer and took a steadying breath. It was one thing to know he’d grown up with wealth, had a wife from one of Rockland’s most premiere families, and had a good salary himself. Those nebulous thoughts didn’t mean much to her when she was with him. She’d seen his childhood home, and yes, it was enormous, but it wasn’t him so it hadn’t affected her. This, on the other hand, this signified what he’d expect when he bought a house in Rockland. That thought sent another shockwave through her body. They had nowhere but her townhome to live in until they found a house. She’d have to find out what kind of price range to look for. Awkward.
 
   A large, curved staircase seemed to make a statement all by itself. This is the home of someone accustomed to the best. For a fleeting second, she wondered how she fit into that picture, and then shrugged off the ridiculous idea. Jonathan seemed to have impeccable taste. If that was true of his employees, his design aesthetic, and his first wife, it was true of her, and nothing, not even demons of insecurities past would shake her faith in him.
 
   “Well, you got far,” his voice teased as he carried bags into the house, shutting the door firmly behind him. She started to remind him of rollers, and then looked at the perfectly polished floors. She’d never roll a suitcase across those floors after dragging it over the asphalt at the airport. 
 
   “I was admiring the staircase. It’s just the kind of thing I could see Riley walking down in her wedding gown. How will you ever bring yourself to leave this house?”
 
   “Well, it is what I’ve been working toward. This house is just an investment in the future.”
 
   “But all your memories—”
 
   His voice choked, making her feel like a heel. “Cara, some memories hurt as much as they soothe. I’m ready for a new house. The time to pack up the memories of here can’t come quickly enough. I’ll feel better when I can place them where I can enjoy them when I want, but not have them assault me everywhere I go.”
 
   “You weren’t over Lily’s death at the wedding, were you?”
 
   He shook his head and then turned to his right. “Come with me. I’ll get you settled in your room and then give you a tour of the house. The kids’ll be here in less than an hour.”
 
   “I can’t believe you asked me out when you were still hurting.”
 
   He led her past a living room that no reasonable person would allow a child in and an office that looked both as formal and casual, as Jonathan himself. “Can I see?”
 
   “Sure, let’s just get these in your room before I drop them first.”
 
   Her room forced her to choke back laughter. He’d tried to do some redecorating to make her feel more at home. A vintage chenille coverlet had been spread across a panel bed and a quilt lay folded at the foot. Half a dozen pillows hid most of the headboard and looked painfully out of place. Fresh roses decorated the end tables and vanity, and in the bathroom, she saw a bowl of peonies reflected in the enormous mirror. Someone had draped a rope of silk roses over the mirror in an attempt to soften the clear simple lines. The result—hideous.
 
   “Verna tried, but as much as it’s not me, your house is much more attractive than this.”
 
   “You didn’t have to—”
 
   “Bryson insisted. He thought you’d feel lost without your flowers. You’ll notice there is a clock on every surface. If you wonder why the mantel is missing its clock, now you know.”
 
   She ran her hands over the spread, trying to divorce it from the setting, and smiled. “I love this coverlet.”
 
   “I think it looks ridiculous but—”
 
   “Oh, it does, but it is pretty if you don’t look at the rest of the room.”
 
   “Well, you’ll be able to figure something out. We’re going to have to find a nice compromise there, you know. I’ll choke in a house full of stuff, but I don’t want you to feel like you can’t decorate your own home to your liking.” Jonathan glanced around the room with disgust. “At least you won’t do this to it.”
 
   She followed him from the room and into his office. In there, the furniture worked perfectly. On his desk, next to a banker’s lamp, three little frames caught her attention. “You framed them!” Her fingertip traced the curve of the oval and she smiled. “I still love that profile of you.”
 
   “I love what it represents.”
 
   “And what is that?” She walked to a pair of French doors and peeked through the taut sheers that covered the panes. The immense back yard beckoned, and the pool practically demanded she walk straight to it and jump in.
 
   “The first time since Lily that my eyes followed another woman.”
 
   Unsure how to respond, she glanced over the books on the shelves, ran her hands across the leather of the couches, and shook her head. “This room is so you.”
 
   “And it’s about as opposite what you’d have for your craft things as it can be. Speaking of which, I have a surprise for you. I’m curious if you’ll know it when you see it or not.”
 
   “And if I don’t, will you tell me?”
 
   “I don’t think so. I think I’ll wait to see if you figure it out or if the kids tell you— whichever comes first.” He escorted her from the room, past the living and dining rooms and into the kitchen. “Verna’s domain. I avoid it when she’s in the house out of sheer preservation.”
 
   “Will she stay on even after—”
 
   “Oh, definitely. I don’t think we could get rid of her even if we moved to the moon and took up farming.” He winked at her. “She’d want to make sure we did it right. Come see the rest of the downstairs.”
 
   He showed her a family room off the kitchen, a mudroom, and then the largest, brightest basement she’d ever seen. After walking through a media room, exercise room, mini kitchen, another guest room, and toy haven, she frowned. “I take it back; this basement alone is bigger than two of my houses.”
 
   “Not quite, but it probably feels like it. It’s a very large feeling space. Let’s go upstairs.”
 
   He led her up the semi-spiraled staircase and into what was obviously Bryson’s room. “A Braves fan, hmm. How could you let that happen?”
 
   “I tried. It’s better than the Orioles he started out with.”
 
   “Orioles? Seriously?” Cara’s jaw seemed unable to stay in its designed place.
 
   “I think he liked how the word sounded when he said it.” 
 
   Riley’s bedroom had been decorated as a little girl’s paradise. Unlike the neutral tones in the rest of the house, her white painted furniture and pale ballet pink walls showed evidence of a professional touch. Cara ran her hands over the fluffiest comforter she’d ever seen. A ballet theme tried to present itself even without a single tutu or slipper in sight. She turned to Jonathan, eyebrows raised.
 
   “It doesn’t really fit the rest of the house, but the designer insisted it’s what a little girl needs.”
 
   That made more sense. “Designer?”
 
   “I didn’t know how to decorate a little girl’s room, and Verna was talking lady bugs and butterflies!”
 
   Laughing at Jonathan’s distaste, she followed him from the children’s rooms, across the upstairs sitting area, and into a smaller bedroom used as a workout room. The only apparatus she recognized was the treadmill, but even to her inexperienced eye, the equipment had seen a lot of use. Next to it, double doors led into a master suite. Cara almost expected him to fling both doors open in the theatrical way seen in old movies, but instead, he opened one door and led her inside.
 
   “My retreat.”
 
   Immediately, she saw that he’d never shared this room with Lily—not as it looked now. Nowhere in the room could she find even the smallest hint of femininity, aside from one picture of Lily on a table in the sitting area. He watched her reaction to seeing it closely, and she knew it. “I’m so glad you didn’t put her picture away.”
 
   “I almost did.”
 
   “I know, and that’s why I said it. I mean it, too. She’s a part of your life, and your children need every help to remember her. Riley only knows other people’s memories. She needs a face to connect them with.” She thought for a minute. “Actually, I haven’t seen any other pictures of Lily anywhere.”
 
   “Bryson keeps one in his desk drawer. It’s on his desk half the time and the other half it’s not.”
 
   “Do you think he puts it away when he thinks it bothers you?” Cara had no doubt that she’d hit the crux of the issue and refused to skirt it.
 
   “Possibly. I never thought about it. I just thought he needed the freedom to make the decision himself.”
 
   “Does he ever come look at this one?”
 
   “Often.” Understanding caused Jonathan to nod. “And I think it’s when he has put his away. I never connected them.”
 
   “I think he needs someone to tell him it’s good to have the picture out.”
 
   “I’ll find—”
 
   “Mind if I do it? I think maybe my visit might just be the right time…” A glance in his mirror made her want to cry. She looked horrible. Her face screamed for a scrub and refresh. “I’ve got to do something about my face. I feel icky.”
 
   “I thought you might feel up to a swim. It’ll help cool you off and then maybe the kids won’t take you on an instant repeat tour.”
 
   “You’re on.”
 
   “Meet you down at the pool.” Jonathan glanced around the room. “And yeah, we’ll have to do something about this. Your room is too much for me; my room is too much—well, spartan—for you…”
 
   “We’ll figure it out. Most of this house isn’t ‘me,’ per se, but it is nice. It works with the house.” She shut the door behind her and took a deep breath. “But do I work with the house,” she whispered to herself as she skipped downstairs.
 
   Her hair hung limply around her shoulders, her makeup splotched in unfortunate places, and as she pulled out her swimsuit, her confidence plummeted further. Determined not to be ridiculous, she scrubbed her face and studied the result. “Major improvement.” As she slipped on her new swimsuit, she frowned. “Now that, not so much.” The mirror showed curves where she wanted none, and as she tugged the top over the bottoms, she sighed. “At least being short-waisted means that tankinis don’t show off the stomach.” She tried to imagine her stomach rounder and with stretch marks and groaned. “Lord, can we make an agreement now? He takes out his contacts before we go to bed? Just between You and me, Lord. I don’t think it’s much to ask…”
 
   With one last glance at a bottom that filled out her suit much more than she liked, Cara threw her wrap on, slipped her feet into flip-flops, and paused at the door. Should she bring a towel? Even as she thought it, Cara shook her head and opened the door. This wasn’t the kind of house that used bathroom towels for the pool. This was the kind of house that had a special cupboard nearby just for that purpose. “Lord, I’m so out of my element…” As she ran her finger over the door handle, she smiled. “But I can totally get used to this element.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730319]Chapter Thirty-One
 
   With eyes closed, Cara listened to the soft splash of the water as Jonathan swam laps. It had a soothing, rhythmic sound that, had she not been so excited, would have lulled her to sleep. A wave of water washed over her chin, sending her eyelids upward. “How many laps do you swim a day?”
 
   “Well, if I’m doing a workout, fifty. If I’m just piddling, who knows?”
 
   “Fifty?” The squeak in her voice embarrassed her.
 
   “Come on, swim with me. You’ll see; it’s not as impressive as it sounds.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” she muttered, wading to end of the pool.
 
   “I’ll keep pace with you. Let’s go.”
 
   She felt ridiculous. Without the speed to keep her afloat, her backside sank too low for her legs to be much help. Her arms carried her across the pool, where she grabbed the edge, panting. “You—” she gasped between breaths, “are evil.”
 
   “Nah, I’d be winded if I tried to pull myself through the water like that. Let’s swim back and I’ll show you how to fix it.”
 
   To her relief, squealing children danced near the shallow end. Riley, complete with water wings and goggles, waited for Jonathan to catch her as she jumped. Once assured that his sister was fine, Bryson scurried to the deep end, dove, barely missing a belly flop, and swam to her side. Riley dog paddled to her and threw air-fluffed arms around her. “You’re going to be my mommy! Did you know that?”
 
   “I think she knows. She had to say yes, remember?” Bryson’s initial taunting changed to an almost exact imitation of Jonathan’s patient, instructive tone. 
 
   Cara had to cover her mouth to hide her amusement. Wrapping arms around both children, Cara drew them to the corner steps where she laughed, hugged, and disappeared into their lives, leaving Jonathan looking a little forgotten. “Isn’t the Lord wonderful? He knew that I needed a little girl and a little boy exactly like you guys, and look! He brought me to you. I am so blessed.”
 
   “Daddy too,” Bryson added as he watched his father observing them. “Daddy needed you. He’s not sad all the time anymore. Mommy likes that.”
 
   “How,” Jonathan choked out, “do you figure that, son?”
 
   “The letter. It says that she prays that the Lord will bring us a wonderful woman who will love us more than we ever dreamed possible.”
 
   “It sounds like someone memorized a wonderful letter,” Cara interjected as she tried to soothe the ragged look on Jonathan’s face. 
 
   Her mother had warned her that it would be a rough transition for him. Love wasn’t enough to erase the feelings of betrayal to his first wife. Jonathan had been deeply in love with his wife when she died. A mere three months ago, he was still broken from his loss. It would take more than overwhelming attraction and new love to heal those wounds.
 
   In an attempt to change the subject, Cara splashed Jonathan. “You’re it.”
 
   His eyebrow rose in question, but Riley caught on quickly. “You splash someone now.”
 
   Jonathan sent a wide arc of water toward Bryson who dove just as it would have hit. The game kicked into high gear. They ducked, dodged, dove, and suffered utter defeat. To the Lymans’ surprise, Cara was a whiz at avoiding the splashes. She ignored the impending green-hair-syndrome, and managed to avoid being it more than a handful of times. At last, Jonathan caught her as she swam up behind him and then dove underwater himself. Blinded by chlorine water in her eyes, she made a swift splash in front of her and then cringed at an unfamiliar voice.
 
   “Well, it’s nice to meet you too.”
 
   Rubbing her eyes, Cara tried to focus. “Verna, I presume?”
 
   “Mmm hmm. Welcome to our home.”
 
   “Um, sorry about that. I saw a blur and—”
 
   “Don’t give it no mind. A little water never melted anyone but a snowman, and we don’t get those here.” To Jonathan, she added, “Dinner will be ready in an hour and a half. Oh, and that second piece that you ordered for her room that they said was out of stock?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “It was delivered an hour ago.” Verna turned to Cara. “That man never takes no for an answer. If you say it can’t be done, he’ll kill hisself to prove you wrong.”
 
   “It’s here! Let’s go, Riley!” Bryson nearly dragged his little sister through the water and up the steps. “Come on, Cara—Miss Cara—Mo—” His face contorted in confusion. “We have to get out of here. You need to see your present—s!”
 
   As she crawled from the pool, Cara couldn’t help but feel like a bedraggled cat, crawling in from the rain. One look at the eager children tossed those thoughts out of her mind. Riley and Bryson cared only that she invest in them. Jonathan seemed blinded to her lackluster appearance, and the secret smile hovering around Verna’s dark eyes told Cara that she’d passed some unspoken test of approval.
 
   “Into the mudroom and put on some dry clothes, both of you,” the children’s nanny demanded. For a moment, Cara felt an odd dissociative feeling of being dropped into the old south and hearing Jonathan’s mammy scolding all of them. It was both creepy and soothing in an odd, dichotomous sort of way.
 
   “I’ll just put something on so I don’t trail water through the house. Be out in a minute.” 
 
   Cara hurried into “her” room, anxious to change into something that didn’t quite advertise—she snickered at the choice of word—her “assets.” She dragged the suitcase onto the luggage rack next to the closet. Who had luggage racks in their homes? Apparently, she thought as she unzipped the suitcase, people like Jonathan.
 
   For an entire week, she’d packed and unpacked that suitcase, each outfit perfectly planned for every occasion and designed to showcase her at her finest. “Okay, Lord, I know it’s shallow and full of myself, but I want to make a lasting impression—a good one. We’ve got to get through the next six weeks somehow.” She pulled out her cutest skirt and a top that always made her feel her best. “Oh, and, Lord, the courage to ask about house hunting. That’d be a good one too. It just feels weird, but I’ve got to do it.”
 
    ~*~*~*~
 
   Little hands led her to a room upstairs that Jonathan had skipped in the original tour of the house. What she’d imagined as Lily’s personal sanctuary was obviously home to the big surprise. She obliged Bryson and covered her eyes with her hands, happy that she did once she felt Jonathan guiding her through the room. Just that small amount of touch would last her for days if she savored it long enough. On the count of three, she dropped her hands and stared at an armoire. Though she couldn’t see him, she felt Jonathan’s eyes and the delight behind them. Riley jumped up and down as if she’d lose the contents of her bladder in seconds. “Do you like it?”
 
   Cara nodded. “It’s pretty…”
 
   “She doesn’t know what it is, Daddy. You said she’d know,” Bryson accused.
 
   “Open the door.”
 
   Anxious to find some way to show true excitement, Cara tugged on the door and then gasped. “You got me one of those! I’ve wanted one for ages!”
 
   The large armoire opened into an organizing Mecca for scrapbooking enthusiasts. Excited, she pulled one of the pouches from the inside of the door and examined it more closely. Bryce’s voice hardly penetrated her consciousness as he said, “Daddy says that this’ll make having to pack up all your stuff not quite such a chore.”
 
   “Pack up? Why—” Understanding dawned. “Of course. You’re right, it will.” 
 
   Now that the excitement of gift giving had ended, the children hurried down to see what snacks they could wheedle out of Verna. Cara ran her fingers over the door, a little overwhelmed with the gift. It meant a lot to her that Jonathan had tried to find something that pleased her tastes rather than his. Even the eggshell paint rather than stained wood showed his attention to her preferences. “The paper organizer is over here. I asked at the scrapbook store down the road, and she said someone who is as committed as you are probably would need the additional storage.”
 
   “You went into a scrapbook store?” The idea seemed ridiculous.
 
   “I knew you’d need something—”
 
   “But why buy it now? We’ll just have to move it. It’s such a great gift, but—”
 
   “We can’t wait years to live our lives to save trouble in the future. You’ll want to have your own space here, and this is the beginning. Whatever we need, we’ll buy, but I thought you’d want some of your current—”
 
   “Wait, did you say here? As in Atlanta here, or as in when we’re married and all together in some nebulous place here?”
 
   “As in this house. There isn’t a room in this place that you’d feel at home in, so I thought this would be a good…” His voice quieted almost to a whisper. “What is it?”
 
   “I’m moving here? As in to this house here?”
 
   “Well…” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Um, did you plan to keep separate homes?”
 
   “Did you plan to tell me you weren’t moving to Rockland after all?” Cara hated the way her voice rose, but she couldn’t help it.
 
   “You thought I was moving—”
 
   “One of the first things you told me was that you planned to take over the company and move to Rockland. Then you proposed and never once mentioned me living here. What else was I supposed to think?” She wheeled on her heels, trying not to cry as she strode through the door. A few steps down the hall, she turned and said, “And to think I was trying to work up the courage to ask you about house hunting. You’ve got some nerve, Jonathan.”
 
   “I don’t understand—”
 
   “That’s obvious.”
 
   With tears blinding her, Cara hurried down the staircase and across the house, barely reserving enough self-control to stop herself from slamming the door. Anger, something she didn’t experience often, made her hands shake, and right then, they looked like she suffered from an advanced case of Parkinson’s. When he knocked on the door, as she’d known he would, Cara glanced at herself in the mirror. That was one advantage to not putting on her cosmetics after their swim. She didn’t have raccoon eyes. “Come in.” Despite her best efforts, a heavy sigh hovered over her words.
 
   “Can we talk?”
 
   “I can. I’m good at it. The questions are, will you listen, and do you feel like talking?”
 
   “Yes, and yes.”
 
   She patted the foot of her bed with her toe, but Jonathan shook his head, his eyes reminding her of the torture that’d produce. “Good point. Where can we talk?”
 
   “We need privacy. I’ve got a few things I need to share.” His eyes dropped. “Verna made me promise.”
 
   “I guess that excludes a quiet restaurant.”
 
   “Yeah. Not for this conversation.” Jonathan thought. “Let’s table this until after dinner. The church is open until nine. We’ll go find an empty classroom—or the nursery. It has couches.”
 
   “M’kay.”
 
   Jonathan frowned and reached for her before shoving his hands in his pockets. “Scale of one to ten. How angry are you?”
 
   “When you’re not looking at me like that, eight or nine.”
 
   “Then I’ll keep looking.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730320]Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   Jonathan led Cara through the church, around the corner, and into the nursery. She took the couch; he grabbed the rocking chair and held onto the arms as if gripping them before an insane rollercoaster ride. How long they each sat there, not meeting one another’s eyes, not speaking, miserable, neither really knew. However, Cara couldn’t stand the pained look on Jonathan’s face every time she glanced in his direction.
 
   “Did I mention that I’m furious?” she whispered.
 
   “I kind of got that vibe.” A lump in his throat bobbed before he continued. “I can’t tell if you’re angry that I missed something we need to discuss or at the idea of living in Atlanta. Is it too far from your parents—”
 
   Cara’s eyes closed as she tried to control the tide of emotions roiling toward them, ready to smash their perfect relationship to bits. “Actually, I think your cluelessness bothers me more than anything.”
 
   “Clueless?”
 
   “Can you say you aren’t? Seriously. Can you sit there and tell me that you are not clueless right now?” The words dropped like mini detonators for one terrifying bomb.
 
   “Okay, yeah. I wasn’t questioning the word so much as in what area.”
 
   She knew her hyper-controlled responses gave him false reassurances that she wouldn’t explode, but Cara kept trying anyway. “What did you tell me about your job when we met.”
 
   “I get it,” Jonathan agreed. “I said I planned to move to Rockland in about five years. It hasn’t been five years.”
 
   “And what did I tell you about my job?”
 
   “You’re the assistant CFO of the Rockland territory of Mayflower Trust.”
 
   “How old am I?” She wrung her fingers together, resisting the urge to shred the fabric of her skirt.
 
   “Yeah, I know. You’re of the youngest assistant CFO I’ve ever seen, but—”
 
   “What happens if I transfer?”
 
   “I don’t know. Every company has their—”
 
   “Jonathan! I end up in the accounting pool with a dozen others. You know it.” Her interruption reemphasized her fury.
 
   “Surely Derek—”
 
   “No. It doesn’t work that way with Mayflower. We don’t use our position to advance people who make career-killing choices for the fun of it. Get real, Jonathan. You never once even hinted that I’d have to leave my job. You didn’t mention me living in Atlanta—not even once, but you did talk about taking over Delta. You did talk about looking forward to a new house—to getting out of Atlanta.”
 
   “I can’t just walk into my uncle’s office and say, ‘Sorry, I’m getting married, so I guess you’re out of here now.’”
 
   “That’s ridiculous, and you know it. The man has been trying to get out of there for a decade.” She glared at him. “Just what are you afraid of, Jonathan?”
 
   It was his turn to look stunned. “Afraid?”
 
   “You’ve spent your entire career trying to prove yourself worthy of the position of CEO of Delta. Why? What are you afraid of?”
 
   “Noth—” Her eyes narrowed further and her lips went white. “It’s hard to explain.”
 
   “I’ll wait.” When he didn’t look ready to give her an answer five minutes later, Cara stood. “Then let’s go. I’ll go home.”
 
   “And what?”
 
   “And figure out how to try to salvage my career and forgive you for doing this to me.” The relief on his face increased her indignation. “What!”
 
   “I thought you were going to say cancel all the wedding plans.”
 
   “What? So you do something incredibly insensitive, selfish, and stupid and think that’ll get you out of this? Are you insane?”
 
   Jonathan gripped his knees tightly and then relaxed, exhaling loudly. “I didn’t think you were going to quit speaking to me, but I thought—” He pinched his nose, ran fingers through his hair, and rubbed his temples. Every nervous, frustrated, or confused gesture that a man could make, it seemed as if he did them all simultaneously. “I just thought you might want to stop things until it was worked out.”
 
   “Well, I don’t. I just want you to open your eyes and realize what you’re asking of—no, demanding of—me. You just effectively said, “Your career means nothing. So… nothing, that we don’t even have to discuss it.” She folded her hands with extreme preciseness. “So what are you afraid of?”
 
   His eyes, tortured by some ghost they both knew she couldn’t imagine, finally met hers fully for the first time since they’d arrived. “Nepotism.”
 
   Her laughter didn’t help the situation, but she frankly didn’t care. “The man who can command the attention of every person in a crowded room, who has been credited with a thirty-five percent increase in company revenue since starting with the ‘family business,’ and who is known in the business world as the man who worked his way up from the bottom is worried about nepotism. Seriously?”
 
   “How can I expect people to respect me if I got everything handed to me?”
 
   “The fact is, you can work from cleaning toilets to the top, but it was still handed to you. The first job was still handed to you. Your education, your inside experience from listening around the dinner table, the contacts, friends—it’s all part of God’s gift to your family. You can’t just discount that, no matter how hard you try to manufacture a ‘regular guy’ attitude.”
 
   “That’s—”
 
   “The facts.” Anger grew as she spoke, her eyes flashing, her hair tossed behind her almost by itself, and her knees and ankles clicked together as if she was in a business meeting where someone attacked her boss. “You went, did all the low-level jobs, and because of it, you’ll be a better boss. That’s what people think. They think you did it so that you weren’t removed from the rest of your company’s employees. They don’t think you were trying to earn the right to be you.”
 
   The word “you” seemed to echo around them, growing louder rather than quieter with each second that passed. At last, Jonathan asked, “So, your career would be negatively impacted if you moved. You have no doubt about that.”
 
   “I have no doubt.”
 
   Jonathan slid his phone open, punched a button and waited for someone on the other end of the line to pick up. Her eyes asked who he called, but he ignored her. “Hey, Uncle Weston, it’s Jonathan. Yeah. Well, I was calling to tell you that I’ll be moving back to Rockland after the wedding. Yeah, we’re calling the movers and a realtor on Monday. Do you have an office for me?”
 
   Each second that passed as he spoke raised her seething barometer to new levels. Just before he hung up, she strolled out of the room with a lot more grace and poise than she felt. She wanted to throw things. Jonathan caught up to her as she reached for the car door handle. “Hey—”
 
   “Take me home.” Cara’s tone was unmistakable. 
 
   “What did I do now? I just put in my transfer, Cara! What more do you want from me?”
 
   “Discussion, Jonathan!” At the look of frustrated incredulity on his face, she shook her head. “No, I’m not asking you to talk when you don’t have or want to. I’m talking about opening up to me. We can usually carry on entire conversations without you saying more than a dozen words, but you’re not conversing here, you’re—something else.”
 
   “I’m lost.”
 
   “Clearly.” She sighed. “You just keep making decisions for us without consulting the other half of us. You didn’t do that in Rockland. What changed?”
 
   He couldn’t answer that question. As much as he wanted to, he just didn’t know. “I—”
 
   “Home, Jonathan. Just get me home.”
 
   “Home as in…”
 
   She whirled to face him, her eyes taking in the pain and confusion in his face. Cara willed her anger to dissipate, but it wouldn’t. “Why do you keep acting like I’m looking for an excuse to leave you? Are you trying to get rid of me? If you’ve changed your mind, just say so!”
 
   “Cara…” 
 
   “What am I supposed to think? Every other minute, you’re asking me if I want to leave you. This is called a misunderstanding. People have them. Didn’t you ever have misunderstandings with Lily?”
 
   “That would be called our marriage. Remember, I pretended to be a conversationalist?” He kicked the tire. “It failed.”
 
   “Well, you’re doing it again. You’re trying to be someone you’re not out of some misplaced something that I can’t even imagine, so listen here, and listen good. The Jonathan Lyman that I met at the wedding, who I spent the best week of my life with, and who flew back to Rockland to ask me to marry him, who doesn’t speak with a lot of words but still converses with me—that’s the Jonathan I fell in love with and the man I expect to find wherever we are.”
 
   Time crawled as their eyes met and a new conversation began—this one, silent. His heart told her he was sorry; her anger told him how deeply he hurt her. Every thought, every emotion, every repressed inclination to touch knit their hearts back together, but the problem that began the breach remained unresolved. Silently, he pleaded for understanding, just as, wordlessly, she asked what had happened to her Jonathan.
 
   As her face pooled along her jaw, waiting to drip onto her shirt, Cara decided to try to retrieve some semblance of her self-respect. “You said Verna wanted us to discuss something? Can that be done at home or should we go back inside?”
 
   Swallowing hard, Jonathan jerked his thumb. “Home isn’t a good one—not for that.”
 
   As if trapped in some kind of warped déjà vu, they once again sat in the nursery, Jonathan in the rocking chair, Cara on the couch. Her hands twisted the strap of her purse nervously; he fought to find a way to open up the most difficult conversation he’d ever had to try. For one crazy moment, he almost wished back the prior angry tension.
 
   “It’s about Lily…”
 
   “Jonathan, you don’t have to share anything from—”
 
   “Verna says I do. I had no idea she knew the things she knew, but she did. She says it’s going to make things awkward and difficult unless it’s out in the open.”
 
   Cara leaned forward. “That’s fine, but it doesn’t have to be done today. You can tell me next week, next month, next year—”
 
   “That’s just it. I can’t wait that long—it’s a bit—” Jonathan swallowed hard. “Personal.”
 
   “Okay, but why is it so imperative? Why can’t we talk about it when you’re ready? Why today rather than next—”
 
   “Because it’s going to affect us immediately after the wedding. His jaw clenched. “I think. I mean, I hope not, but Verna is sure…”
 
   Sudden understanding hit Cara. He had impotence problems. Somehow, she had to make him understand that it would be okay. They had therapy for that kind of thing if it became a problem. She reached for his hand and pulled him to the couch beside her. “It’s okay, Jonathan. I understand. Lots of couples have these kinds of problems. We’ll get through it. For all we know, all this waiting will help with things, but if not, we’ll see a doctor and get help. I’ll—” She stopped mid-sentence, his laughter drowning out her reassurances. “What is so funny?”
 
   “I’m not impotent, Cara. That’s about as opposite of the problem as we can get.” He choked back a fresh wave of chuckles and smiled at her. His hand reached for hers, but he pulled it back, as usual, crossing his arms to force himself to show necessary restraint. “It was Lily. She loved me, Cara, she did, but some things about being married, she hated.”
 
   Face flaming, Cara swallowed hard. “And I need to know this why?”
 
   “Verna thinks it’s going to affect our—”
 
   “I get it. Why?”
 
   He shrugged. “I think because I spent so many years avoiding my wife, except for our carefully scheduled times together and then—”
 
   “Got it. Okay, let’s get something straight. I’m not Lily.” She shook her head. “No, it’s more than that. Um, let’s just say that’s not going to be a problem in our marriage… my problem is getting from now to the altar without it, so can we just agree that we’ll talk about all this after we’ve had a chance to see how things work? Because, I gotta tell you,” Cara bit her lip. “I can’t decide whether to laugh or cry, and considering ten minutes ago I could have cheerfully torn off your head, either of them is a good substitution for Sleepy Hollow.”
 
   “Okay, but—”
 
   “AAAK! Tell Verna we talked and drop it, okay? Now, one more thing.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Are there any other surprises I need to know about this marriage? Will we be moving in with your mom or your uncle? Do I need to sign some prenuptial this or that? Do women in your family not work or something? I need not to have this kind of shock again.”
 
   “That’s it!” Relief washed over Jonathan’s features. “That’s why I did something so stupid.”
 
   “What is? Which stupid?” 
 
   “Funny,” he growled. He reached for her again and pulled back quicker than ever. “Lily didn’t work. We moved around my work needs. I’ve never had to consider another career before, so I just didn’t think.”
 
   “Now, you do. So think.” She grabbed tissue from her purse and mopped up the last remnants of her makeup. “I think they’re closing. The AC isn’t coming back on, and I’ll run out of tissue if I keep having to mop this stuff up. I need ice cream.”
 
   He grinned. “That’s my Cara mia. Let’s go. I know just the place.”
 
   “I’m still mad at you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I still love you.”
 
   He glanced down just in time to see her swallow hard and blink back a few stray tears. “I know. I think I really do know.”
 
   “And…”
 
   “I love you, Cara mia.”
 
   Her smile punched the air from his lungs. “I’m never going to get tired of hearing that. Never.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Foolishly, Cara thought they’d resolved all of the issues that could possibly arise. The reaction of the children astounded her. Bryce clammed up tighter than Jonathan, and Riley unleashed her wrath upon every person in her path. However, when Verna heard the news, she nodded, excused herself, and went to call her children to inform them of her intention to move to Rockland. Cara watched the melee around her with dismay that nearly broke her heart. 
 
   Her understanding of Jonathan as a parent had never been fully formed, but with their reaction to the news, she saw that wonderful miracle that men work with children. Almost without speaking, he gathered his children together, met their eyes, uttered just a few firm but loving words, and sent them to decide what things they wouldn’t want to take with them. Unable to keep her amazement from her tone, she asked, “How did you do that? You—”
 
   “They’re used to me. They know I mean business.”
 
   “Wow.” She frowned. “Verna doesn’t have to come if she doesn’t want to.”
 
   “No, she definitely wants to come. She’s like family.”
 
   “But her family is here. How can she leave them?”
 
   “How can she leave us? She’ll do it because she loves us. We’ll get her home for as many weekends as possible.”
 
   A new thought occurred to Cara. “What about us? There’s no room for her in my townhouse. We’ll have to move.” After one look at Jonathan’s face, she nodded. “I’ll call Mom and ask her to find me a realtor. Square footage?”
 
   “I think anything under three thousand will feel cramped to us.”
 
   “Pool?” His affirmative narrowed the area of their search considerably. “In Rockland, or what about one of the surrounding towns?” Grinning, she said, “I suppose forty-five miles is too much?”
 
   “If you want Fairbury, then start there.”
 
   “We’ll need a place for Verna, right? Inside the house or detached only?”
 
   “Depending on the locale, if it’s within walking distance and has a guest room, we can get her a separate house if necessary.”
 
   “Too expensive in Fairbury. That’d be excessive. Homes aren’t cheap there, but I’ve always loved it.”
 
   “Consider it an investment. If there are any small homes near larger developments...” As he spoke, Jonathan whipped out his phone and called his uncle. “Don’t we have a few rentals in Fairbury? Are any of them vacant or vacating in the next three months?” Seconds passed—seconds in which she could only imagine that Weston Lyman had to look up the information. Surely, he wouldn’t know the status of rentals off the top of his head. A minute later, Jonathan asked for a link to the listings they had and disconnected again. “We’ve got options.”
 
   “Should I use your realtor?”
 
   “Not necessary. Find someone you want to work with.”
 
   They strolled outside and sank into a double lounger, as close together as they could be without touching. The evening was hot—muggy. Had Cara not already stripped all traces of her makeup from her skin, she would have looked like a surrealist painting, with her mascara dribbling around her cheeks and her lipstick hanging at an awkward angle at the base of her neck like a warped pendant. She made a mental note. Learn to use mineral makeup. 
 
   As the sun set, she slowly relaxed, the tension of the past days easing from her. “Remember Chicago?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   His response surprised her. He rarely responded audibly to such questions. Those simple answers were usually left for her to understand. “You know what we talked about at the church?” That time his eyes answered in the affirmative. “Well, I think Chicago is proof that we’re not going to have trouble. It’s really going to be okay—better than okay.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730321]Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   She entered her home with a lack of enthusiasm she’d never felt since the day she purchased it. Cara loved her little townhouse with the large upstairs master suite, the perfect little kitchen, and her personally-designed craft room. She’d have to sell it. That thought alone overwhelmed her. In fact, she was certain she’d fall apart if she had to think of it yet. 
 
   She left her suitcase in the spare room, kicked off her shoes, and collapsed on the couch with her laptop. According to her mom, half a dozen realtors had taken the possibility of finding a house for Jonathan Lyman as the opportunity of a lifetime. 
 
   As she opened her inbox, it flooded with everything from questions about shoes for bridesmaids to a house not five blocks from hers. Pictures of every house nearly choked her, but Cara scrolled through them, waiting for Jonathan to return her text saying that she’d arrived home. One promising house in Marshfield intrigued her enough that she forwarded it to Jonathan. It seemed reasonably priced—just barely the required three thousand square feet. It even had a pool. 
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Jonathan’s email stunned her. The dismissive words, “I’m afraid it won’t suit,” seemed cold—clipped. He requested three thousand square feet. He wanted a pool. He insisted on four bedrooms. The house filled the bill. She stared at the words. They looked like something she’d hear on a British TV show.
 
   Cara glanced at the clock. Twenty minutes and she could leave. Just twenty minutes. Twenty minutes ago she’d cleared her desk. Anything she started now would mean staying late. 
 
   She clicked on her personal email account and scrolled through the dozens of property offers. Three more options flew across the information highway to an Atlanta office. Almost simultaneously, two property suggestions arrived in her inbox—followed by a housing budget. Her eyes bugged.
 
   When opinion on all three properties arrived in her inbox, Cara stared at it, trying to absorb the ramifications of what he’d said. The short note left no doubt about his opinions. 
 
   I think we should keep looking—maybe in a different area. I don’t want to have to move twice when we find something we really want. Is there undeveloped property in Fairbury? Maybe we could take rooms for Verna at a hotel until something is built. Love you, Jonathan.
 
   “Rooms at a hotel. Seriously?” Frustrated, Cara stared at the budget he’d given her again. It seemed excessive. Curiosity prompted her to look up Jonathan’s property in Georgia, and she gulped at the price. Grabbing her purse, and ignoring the ten minutes she still owed her company, Cara rushed from the building and into her car. 
 
   It took twice as long to get to her parents’ house as it ever had, but she managed to make it in one piece. She wandered through the empty kitchen and stood, spinning in a circle in the living room, until the sound of the sewing machine told her where she’d find her mother.
 
   “Mom?”
 
   “Aak! Cara? What are you doing here?” Diane didn’t turn around to see. Instead, she groaned. “Oh no!”
 
   “What?”
 
   I just stabbed myself with the seam ripper. There’s blood on the dress!”
 
   Cara grabbed tissues and shoved them into her mother’s hand and then grabbed the dress, trying to save it from further drops. There, in the middle of the skirt, three large blobs of blood stained the pale ivory fabric. “What do we do? Is it washable?”
 
   “I don’t know. I—” Diane groaned. “I just don’t know.”
 
   “Call a dry cleaner?”
 
   Diane nodded.
 
   Cara draped it over the chair, her heart sick over all the work her mother had put into something that was likely ruined—particularly with so little time left. The dry cleaner promised to look at it if they brought the dress in immediately. Cara rushed back into the room with the news. “I’m going to take it over right now.”
 
   Diane grabbed shoes and her purse. “I’m going to go to the fabric shop and get content/wash information. I never write it down when I’m going to dry clean later. I won’t make that mistake again.”
 
   “I’ll come right back here. We have housing issues.”
 
   Cara rushed to the dry cleaner’s who promised to try to get the blood out as soon as they heard the content information. Diane called her immediately upon reaching the fabric store. “It’s 65% polyester, 20% rayon, and 15% acetate.”
 
   The look on the dry cleaner’s face sent another wave of nausea over her. He shook his head and said, “I’ll try, but you need to sign this waiver. I can’t be responsible if the process ruins the garment.”
 
   “Well, it’s ruined as it is. I’ll try anything.”
 
   All the way back to her mother’s house, Cara fought back tears. First the argument in Georgia, then the housing situation, and now her dress was ruined? She had two options. She could consider it God’s way of telling her not to marry Jonathan or Satan’s way of trying to prevent a good marriage. Cara opted for the latter—and she planned to stomp Satan’s hopes. Cara Laas would marry Jonathan and be very happy too.
 
   Diane arrived minutes after her, ready to deal with a distraught daughter, but Cara sat in her father’s chair, his Bible in her lap, and a new look of peace and excitement on her face. Diane frowned. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I wasn’t, but I am now.” Her eyes rose and met Diane’s. “Mom, I’m going to be a Lyman. I am going to be one of the Lymans. I’ll have money. I mean, the money I earn is totally unnecessary. It could be my allowance for all he cares. Allowance!”
 
   “This isn’t news to you. You knew he had money when you met him.”
 
   “Well, that part never sank in. I mean, when things had to be expensive and he took care of it, I got it. It made sense. However, it never really hit home that I would have access to that money. Mom, he invests in jewelry! Jewelry! I’m going to have the most amazing pieces of jewelry you’ve ever seen in my little safe in my bedroom.” 
 
   Cara stared at her mother. “Mom, I’m going to have a safe in my bedroom. No wonder the houses I found weren’t good enough for him. I was still shopping for expensive for my budget, not for reasonable for his. It’s unreal. I have money. I can afford to buy whatever fabrics I want for whatever outfits I want. I can take some of those classes I’ve always wanted to take. I don’t have to choose between manicure or pedicure. I can have both! Both!” She swallowed. “Mom, I can have them as often as I want.”
 
   “Yeah...”
 
   Cara shook her head. “I have to call Jonathan.”
 
   Minutes later, Diane strolled down the hallway to change into cooler clothes and overheard her daughter say, “Jonathan, you’re going to have to give me a budget. I’m going to like this much too much.”
 
   Yeah. So would he if she’d seen in him what she thought she had. Her heart swelled with happiness for her daughter. Then a new thought hit her. She poked her head in the doorway and interrupted. “I just realized something.”
 
   Cara covered the phone with her hand. “Yeah?” 
 
   “On the nineteenth, I’m going to be a grandmother!”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The call came a couple of hours later. The dry cleaner’s verdict: ruined. Despite all their efforts, the man could not remove all of the blood from the skirt. While Cara spoke to a realtor in Fairbury, Diane hurried off to get the dress. Cara came out of the bedroom, ready to work out how to hide the blood and found the living room empty. Frustrated, she dialed Jonathan.
 
   “The dress is ruined.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “My dress. I startled Mom and she jabbed the seam ripper into her thumb. There is blood all over the front now.” She sighed. “Okay, so there are three big blood spots, but it feels like all over the front.”
 
   “Dry cleaner?”
 
   “Nope. They tried, but they couldn’t get it all out. I feel so bad. She’s put so much work into it and now she’ll have to take the whole skirt apart.”
 
   “Does she have time? Does she need help? Can I hire someone or—something?”
 
   Happy to have a sympathetic ear, Cara talked about the hours of labor put into that skirt that would now have to be redone until she’d nearly talked herself into a flat A-line design. “I think I should do that. It’s just a dress. Mom will be up all night for days if I don’t figure out a way to convince her to make it a simpler design.”
 
   “What is it—I mean that you can tell me—that makes this more elaborate?”
 
   “Well, she’s been hand embroidering, machine embroidering, adding tucks and all kinds of things. The work in that skirt is astronomical. I told her not to do it, before she even started, but...”
 
   “Your mother’s only child is getting married. She wants to do what she can to make it a perfect day for you. Don’t take that away from her.”
 
   Their roles reversed. For the first time since meeting Jonathan, Cara listened to the cadence of his voice as he soothed and encouraged her. Her throat choked, amazed at the self-sacrifice he showed even with such a simple thing, and somehow he spoke the exact words she needed to hear. For a man disinclined to speak, no one would ever accuse Jonathan Lyman of being inarticulate. In fact, his eloquence nearly overwhelmed her. He encouraged in gentle, almost poetic tones, and then he grew firm.
 
   “I know you, Cara mia. You will do what you can to relieve what you perceive as a burden on your mother. And in doing so, this time, I think you will create a new one. You do this for me often. You take away the burden of conversation and carry it. It’s a ‘labor of love’ of sorts, and I cherish it. However, I can see that the day may come when I need to talk to comfort you, much like we’re doing now, and you won’t let me then. Remember today. I can carry it too. It’s a gift that we give the people we love—we shoulder their burdens and we allow them to shoulder ours.”
 
   “You are amazing,” she whispered after several seconds of near silence. “I love you.”
 
   “Good. That was kind of the point when I started this thing.”
 
   “Since I have you, I should tell you that I spoke to a realtor. There’s a house that I think you should see. I’m going to email it. Hold on.”
 
   They chatted as she logged onto her email from her mother’s computer, found the correct one, and zipped it to him. “Look at the property, it’s right on the water, but there’s a fenced yard in front and on the side so the kids have a safe place to play. There isn’t a mother-in-law suite on site, but she says there are several smaller houses that are crawling on the market right now. Two need extensive remodeling and one only has a single small bedroom. That one is within a five minute walk if you stroll and sniff the roses.”
 
   “I like that kitchen. Verna would too. What about—yeah, look at the master suite. There’s a bedroom attached—probably meant to be a nursery—but you could put an office slash craft room in there, couldn’t you?”
 
   “I could. What do you think?”
 
   “I like what I see, but I can’t tell how large it is. Those pictures always make things much larger than they are.”
 
   “Coming on Saturday?”
 
   “Friday night. I’m thinking about bringing the kids to stay until the wedding. That way, Bryce can get started at a school there and have less interruption. If we take a place this weekend...”
 
   “Where will they stay until you all move?”
 
   “My mother’s house. She’ll drive them back and forth to school. It’ll work.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Mmm hmm…” Jonathan sounded distracted. “It’ll give Verna a chance to make decisions around here, uninterrupted.”
 
   The mention of Verna reminded her of a question she’d been meaning to ask. “How are her kids handling the idea of her moving?”
 
   “It’s no surprise to them. They’ve known it was coming. She’s excited—thinks they’ll quit planning their weekends around entertaining her. ‘Once a month,’” he quoted in her southern drawl, “‘is more than enough for these old bones.’”
 
   “She can’t be fifty!”
 
   “She is—barely.” Jonathan sighed. “I just love that her kids want to keep her involved in their lives. So many get busy with their own and forget their parents.”
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730322]Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   A text arrived during a budget meeting the following week. Cara paled as she saw the words. TROUBLE. CALL ME. TRENNA.
 
   “Do you have something to add, Cara?” Derek stared at her pointedly.
 
   “Everything is in my report. We need to plug the drain in the disconnect between internet options and the actual contract, or we’ll weaken our profit margin.”
 
   “And how does legal think we can do that?”
 
   The questions fired at her, but Cara managed to ignore the rising panic in her heart and concentrate on their profit and loss statements. However, the moment that she left the conference room, Cara called Trenna. “I’m just out of a meeting. What’s up?”
 
   “Okay, well, the supplier is saying we can’t get halibut. Charis is scrambling, but we need a second option in case she can’t get what we need delivered in time.”
 
   “What about money? What if we go to a more expensive supplier? Will that work?”
 
   Silence hung between them until at last, Trenna sighed. “We could. I don’t want to do that—sets a bad precedent—but if you really want it, I could go... it could mean a twenty-five percent increase. We’d be able to take ten percent off our cut, but—”
 
   “No, don’t lose your profit over me being stubborn. I just want it this way. We’ll pay the extra.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have to pay extra for a supplier’s failure,” Trenna argued.
 
   “Look, if you want me to call another agency, I get it.”
 
   “I don’t want to do that, and you know it.” Silence hovered between them as Trenna thought. “I think I’ll talk to the original supplier and tell that if they breach the contract and fail to supply the product as promised, they’ll have to pay a ten percent fee for us to go elsewhere. I’m pretty sure that’s in the contract. It’ll give you a discount from another company without me losing my profit and you doing the guilt thing.”
 
   Cara flushed and latched onto the first excuse to disconnect the call that she could think of. “Look, I need to call Jonathan and make sure there isn’t something else he would like to have in case you can’t get it.”
 
   “Well, don’t forget to stop by and pick out a table setting sometime this week. It’s essential. I am down to half a dozen options now. Max.”
 
   “I’ll come in an hour.”
 
   Cara hurried to her car as she dialed Jonathan. “What other dinner option would not feel like a compromise?”
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “Supplier problems. Don’t want to talk about it. Just give me options.”
 
   “Um, Beef Wellington and maybe, um, scallops?”
 
   “Deal. Gotta go.”
 
   “Um, Cara?”
 
   Impatiently, she tapped her fingers on her steering wheel. “Yeah?”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “Love you too, Jonafan.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   At The Agency, an assistant led her into a room full of two-man tables, each decorated with a tablecloth, settings, stemware, and silverware. The interchangeable centerpiece options only made the decision worse. Her eyes scanned the room, looking at different things she liked as an assistant pushed a table to the center of the room. “Does anything grab you?”
 
   “I was trying to decide what color cloth first.”
 
   “Well, maybe if you pick a table setting or place setting…”
 
   She tried, but Cara’s mind wouldn’t work that way. At last, she pointed to a taupe cloth. “I think maybe that. Let’s try that.”
 
   Just as the assistant, Jordyn, pulled a tablecloth from a cabinet, Cara shook her head. “No, ivory. Taupe topper. Do you have it in sheer?”
 
   “Yes.... Oh, I think I see it, yeah.”
 
   The ivory cloth covered the table and the topper followed it. Cara nodded at the sight. “I like it. We’ll need pink and ivory flowers. Let’s keep them pale and elegant. Tulips maybe.” 
 
   “Silver or gold?”
 
   “Definitely silver.”
 
   “Cut or smooth crystal?”
 
   “Smooth and with those dishes.” Etched glass on ivory chargers would be perfect. 
 
   “Ivory or taupe napkins?”
 
   “Ivory and let’s do some kind of candles with the tulips, okay?”
 
   As Cara spoke, Jordyn assembled the table until it resembled Cara’s preferences. Rather than the pink and ivory tulips, brown and yellow roses filled the bowls, but still gave her an idea of how everything looked. Cara walked around it, admiring it all, and then shook her head. “The setting is wrong. Let’s go with those square plates with the scalloped edge. Cut crystal to reflect the candlelight. The silverware is fine.”
 
   Trenna’s voice interrupted her thoughts as she tried to imagine the room filled with the look she’d created that time. “I’ve seen almost that same color scheme—it’s gorgeous.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Definitely. They had rose instead of pale pink, but the same idea. I loved it.” She pulled out her phone and took a picture. “Jordyn, let’s get this down and the options reserved.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Jonathan waited for her as she strolled from the Mayflower building. Leaning against the trunk of his car, he looked like some sort of rescuer—almost like a knight from the past. The temptation to run and fling her arms around him nearly drove her insane, but Cara took a deep breath and strolled leisurely to his side. “Hey, there.”
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Are the kids here?”
 
   “Well, that’s a way to bust a guy’s bubble.”
 
   Her smile seemed to say, “Oh, really?” Aloud she said, “Life in a bubble is overrated. I prefer reality—particularly the reality that is coming.”
 
   “I’ve got an appointment with Lorraine,” Jonathan said as he opened the passenger door. “Can you come? She has another house for you too.”
 
   “Can I change first?”
 
   “No time.” His eyes apologized.
 
   “Then let’s go. I guess I’ll have to follow in my car then.”
 
   “We’ll come back for it. I need you.”
 
   Unable to resist, Cara slid into the seat of the car, her fingers sliding over the dashboard. She waited for Jonathan to get in and put it in gear before she asked, “Is this yours?” 
 
   “Uncle Weston’s. He bought a custom Jag last month—his new baby, and I thought Mom might need the van. So, I decided to drive the latest red-headed step-child.”
 
   Her eyes slid over the candy apple red hood. “Funny.”
 
   All the way to Fairbury, Cara talked about the troubles with supplies, her mother’s new progress on the dress and about her latest revelations. “I decided that there has to be a way to meld your style and mine, so I’ve been researching decorating styles, blogs, pictures, the works. I think with the right house, I can do it—make a house that feels like me that you are comfortable in and vice versa.”
 
   His eyebrow quirked upward for just a moment before the other followed.
 
   “Eyes on the road. I’m serious. White is clean. I don’t like ruffles anyway.” Jonathan shot her a disbelieving look. “Okay, not everywhere at least—so that’s good. I need to focus on picking the best accent for each room. I can do this. I like my eclectic clutter. It makes me feel at home. But, I can do that in my craft area and even in guest rooms.”
 
   “You’re enjoying this.”
 
   “Darn right I am. For the first time in my life, I think I can afford to do whatever I want.”
 
   “Well, there are limits—”
 
   “But your limit ideas and mine are very different. Think about it. What did I find house wise? They were all half the price or less than what you are looking for!” She grinned as his expression conceded the point. “And I realized that you have an obscene amount of amazing jewelry. What does it take for me to get to wear any of it?”
 
   “I have pictures for insurance purposes. I’ll email you the file so you’ll have an idea of what is in there. Just let me know what you want. Once we’re under the same roof, the combination is yours.”
 
   “That easy? Doesn’t insurance...”
 
   “I’ve already adjusted the policy to reflect wear.”
 
   Her head spun. “Turn left,” she mumbled as she imagined where she’d wear any of it. “Is it stuff that you can wear for normal occasions or are we talking about stuff that is just too elaborate for my life.”
 
   “You’ll wear it. I’m careful with what I buy.”
 
   “There on the right.”
 
   She waited until he came around and opened the door. “So, will you teach me how to see good stuff? I love a bargain, I love to shop. It’d be the coolest thing ever to find something awesome at a pawn shop or estate sale.”
 
   They strolled around the outside of the house, waiting for Lorraine to arrive. She drove up fifteen minutes late, her bumper crumpled like paper. “Sorry I’m late. A kid zipped out in front of me on his scooter. I hit a stop sign, trying to avoid hitting him.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Is he okay?”
 
   Jonathan and Cara spoke in unison, but Lorraine assured them there had been no injuries. “The boy lost his scooter, though. Joe—local cop—was furious. Let’s check out the inside, okay? What do you think of the yard?”
 
   “It’s large—much larger than I imagined, but I don’t really want to put a play set in the front yard. It’s a bit much.”
 
   “There’s a fenced off side yard over there. I have the key—”
 
   “Let’s see inside first.”
 
   This side of Jonathan amazed her—the confidence. Decisiveness. He knew what he wanted, asked intelligent questions, and at last shook his head. “I don’t like it. It’s at the top of its price and isn’t exactly what we need. 
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Bubbles soaked away the stress and frustration of house hunting, one long, soaked minute at a time. Candles lit the room, “Spanish Lady” played on her iPod, and she relaxed just a little more. When her cellphone buzzed to alert her to a call, she glared at it. Was it important? Probably not. It could wait. Two minutes later, it buzzed again. Frustrated, she grabbed a wash cloth and used it to pick up the phone. Carly. Why would Carly call back so quickly? With a sigh, she punched the button.
 
   “Hey there!”
 
   “We have a problem.”
 
   “What problem?”
 
   “My dress doesn’t fit—as in it was made for someone completely opposite from me. The seamstress and I are staring at it and me like we’ve seen two heads. I had a fitting a week ago. It was perfect. I mean, this dress was perfect. We’re talking about nothing-has-ever-looked-better-on-me-than-that-dress perfect. I couldn’t try to put this on if I tried. It is about the size of a ten year old.”
 
   “How—did someone wash it and it shrank?”
 
   “I seriously doubt that. The gal, Marissa, says that someone recreated it from scratch. Stole mine and remade it. She showed me where she’d had to trim it down a bit more than usual and now it has a full seam allowance. Does that make sense to you? Full seam allowance?”
 
   “Yeah.” Cara knew no trimmed seam allowance would ever show up as full again. “That’s just creepy.”
 
   “Someone has it out for me,” Carly wailed, “and I have no idea who or why.”
 
   “Or they have it out for me. I wonder...” The thoughts in her mind infuriated her. “Anyway, what does Marissa suggest we do?”
 
   “She’s cutting a new one—taking it home and locking all of them in a safe at night so that nothing can happen, but...”
 
   “I’ll take care of it,” Cara assured her. “Let me call you back. I’ve got questions for our groom.”
 
   “You sound ticked.”
 
   “I’m a bit perturbed.” The lie ate at her conscience. “Okay, I’m seriously furious. It sounds to me like our Mr. Lyman has history that we needed and weren’t given.”
 
   She stared at the phone before dropping it on the ledge and sank deeper into the bubbles. Time for prayer and lots of it.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   He’d hardly entered the door when she pointed to her bar stool. “Okay, who is the ex-girlfriend and why haven’t you told me about her.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Ex-girlfriend. I want to know who she is and where I can find her.”
 
   “I don’t have any ex-girlfriends unless you count a couple in middle school and one early in college.” His eyes asked the important question. What is the problem?
 
   “Carly called me today. She went for her final fitting to make sure everything was perfect on her dress and it is now the perfect size for a tween. It’s ridiculously small. That, added to the supply problems, the mixed up date on The Oakes, and the messed up name on the invitations adds up to sabotage.”
 
   “It does, but it’s not an old girlfriend of mine. What about you? Is there some guy?” He frowned. “Jacob?”
 
   “I don’t think so...doesn’t make sense, not even for him.” Cara frowned. “Okay, I’ll look at clients. Something is up, and I don’t need my bridesmaids stressed out just a couple weeks before the wedding. This can’t happen.”
 
   “I agree.” His hand reached for her face and slowly pulled back, seeking his pocket for sanctuary. “I’m also concerned about my fiancée. She doesn’t need this kind of stress while her life is getting turned upside down in every other way.”
 
   Her shoulders sagged. “I just want everyone to enjoy this. What’s the point if it’s stress and frustration? Weddings shouldn’t be so much work that the people in them dread it.”
 
   “And that goes doubly for the bride. I’ve noticed something, Cara,” Jonathan said gently. “You’re so focused upon people being happy that you’re not allowing yourself to enjoy this. I want you to look back and know that you enjoyed it because you enjoyed it—not because you have pictures that say you did.”
 
   Tears pooled in her eyes. “There’s a lot of pressure, Jonafan. A lot of pressure. Your family has expectations. My family has expectations. Your friends, my friends—they all have expectations. If I make it everything it can be, my friends and family will think I’m being pretentious—setting myself apart from them with the wedding. If I make it the more casual affair—well, in comparison—that the people I know are used to, it’ll seem shabby to your family. I have to find that perfect balance between beauty and elegance and simplicity so I don’t look like I’m trying too hard—to anyone.”
 
   Their eyes met and the conversation continued, unspoken. The air sizzled between them until Jonathan went to pour himself a glass of water. Once downed, he turned to her. “Is there any chance that all this stuff has nothing to do with us and has something to do with The Agency? Maybe Trenna has a disgruntled bride somewhere.”
 
   Cara turned, pulled out her phone, and punched Trenna’s number. “That is just logical enough to be terrifying.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   Three days in a row, Cara and Jonathan made the forty-minute drive to Fairbury. Though small, it did present a picture of what life would be like if they lived there. The drive took longer than she would have thought she’d like but not as bad as she’d expected. So, when the fourth day came, it felt like a routine—a nice one. They—well, Cara most often—discussed their days, plans for the weekend, and the latest in the wedding plans. The slow disappearance of city and the wide open countryside helped them unwind after the stresses of the day.
 
   “I think I’ll like the commute.” She smiled at his nod. He’d returned—her Jonathan had returned. No longer compelled to discuss when he craved to listen, the day’s conversation remained mostly one-sided. “Mom says the skirt is almost finished. Apparently she got to fix something in the draping that she hadn’t been pleased with.”
 
   “Can’t you take things out if they go wrong? Why didn’t she just fix it before?”
 
   “You can, but it’s not good for this type of fabric to have too much stitching and ripping, so for nit-pickiness, it’s not worth it. Oh, and your mom called.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Apparently we forgot to register—again—and people are calling, demanding to know what to buy for us and where.”
 
   “Oh—I was supposed to do that with you in Atlanta! I’m sor—”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I promised I’d do it tomorrow at lunch. If you want to come, feel free, but I know most guys aren’t into the whole register thing.”
 
   Cara’s eyes widened as they pulled into the driveway.
 
   “What?”
 
   She smiled. “Well, it’s exactly everything I’ve ever dreamed of.” As they stepped from the vehicle, she glanced around her. “I bet the inside is awful.”
 
   “What about it do you like?”
 
   She pointed out the architecture, the trees, the wide side yard of the corner lot. “Can’t you see a play set down there close to the water? They even have a fence already.”
 
   Lorraine hurried out of the house. “Come on in. I think this might just be perfect. It has a blend of charm and elegance, melded well with clean simplicity.”
 
   “Should that make sense to me?” Jonathan whispered to Cara.
 
   “She means that it has all the things I like, enough impressiveness to be a ‘Lyman’ home, and yet fit with the contemporary stuff.”
 
   “What is a Lyman home?”
 
   She paused and waved Lorraine inside. “We’ll be right there.” The moment the woman stepped inside the house, Cara turned and gave Jonathan a “Give me a break” look. “The Lymans are one of the ‘first families’ of Rockland. You know this. If we move into a Laas house, you’ll look shabby compared to what you’re used to. It’s the difference between a seventies travel trailer in a rundown trailer park and your house in Atlanta.”
 
   “Your parents’ house is nothing shabby at all. It’s a very nice—”
 
   “Then we should start looking in their neighborhood. You’d save a fortune, even if you bought the house next door to it for Verna.”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “Exactly. Deal with the fact that you have expectations that are attached to your family. I can handle it, and the realtor has figured it out as well. Make sure the house has the details I like with the amenities that you are accustomed to. Make it work with my style and with yours.”
 
   By the time they stepped in the door, their expectations had grown united. The entry way looked exactly how she’d imagined the perfect one to be—beauty and something impressive without being pretentious. The way she decorated would define the tone of the house. Already, she knew what she’d do. “I like it.”
 
   Jonathan’s brief squeeze on her arm told her that he agreed. He said nothing as they walked into a bright, open formal living room, formal dining room, and kitchen. As she led them through the house, Lorraine described each feature. “There is a large guest suite down here, including a bedroom, bath, sitting room, and mini office. Those doors open to a small terrace off the back—and there’s the water. The wall there separates it from the main terrace—and perfect privacy. I think the last owners used it for a mother-in-law suite, but it’d be perfect if you have visitors on a regular basis... perhaps clients...”
 
   “Or Verna until we find her a house,” Cara whispered to Jonathan.
 
   Before he could respond, Lorraine led them into a brightly lit office and stopped mid spiel as she said, “Oh, and I forgot, but there is a house four streets over—it needs to be gutted and completely remodeled, but it is way under market value as it is. You’d recoup your money the day you finished the renovations even if you decided against keeping it.”
 
   “Sounds perfect. Let’s look at it after this,” Jonathan agreed.
 
  

[bookmark: _Toc357730323]Chapter Thirty-Five
 
   Despite the stress surrounding the day, Cara’s wedding day dawned bright and beautiful. She awoke refreshed and excited. The moment Trenna arrived, she began passing out schedules to everyone remotely connected to the wedding. Cara read over it, impressed at the combination of perfectly orchestrated segues from one essential to the next, yet with enough wiggle room for unforeseen interruptions. A Bridesmaid’s Brunch ensured no one ran on low blood sugar—something Cara considered brilliant. By two o’clock, they collapsed into chairs at the salon to have their hair washed, trimmed, styled—anything necessary. By four, they drove to the church where Trenna’s crew of facial artists and manicurists took over the rest of the preparations. At five, they all stepped into their dresses and were escorted all over the place—into the building, to the gardens, and to Jonathan’s car—for bride and bridesmaids pictures.
 
   Cara caught a glimpse of Jonathan as one of Trenna’s assistants hustled him out of the way before he could see her—not that she cared. Riley, however, chased after him to show off her “be-u-uful dress” and hair “pretties.” Without a second thought, Cara sent the photographer to capture that moment. She couldn’t wait to see it.
 
   Her mother spent the entire day in tears. Her father laughed at odd times—likely to avoid tears. Jonathan’s mother seemed to hold back, trying not to intrude, until Cara stepped over and whispered, “I will be sorry not to have strong memories of you here today. You’ll be part of my life for a very long time—I hope—and I’d like it to start with today.”
 
   “Jonathan said you were one of a kind—you are.” The woman’s hands cupped Cara’s face gently. “You are so good for him. I thought I’d love you for his sake, if not for my own, but I didn’t need to worry. You’re a wonderful addition to the family.”
 
   Trenna hurried up to them and said, “I don’t know if we have a problem or not.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “It appears that the Fillmores, the children’s grandparents? They are here. They have an invitation, but they aren’t on my list. Normally, I wouldn’t say anything, but I didn’t know...”
 
   “I invited them,” Jonathan’s mother admitted. “I knew they’d want to be here to support Jonathan and for the children’s sake. They RSVP’d to me, but I forgot to tell Jonathan.”
 
   Nodding, Trenna turned to Cara. “What about you? Are you comfortable with this, or should I make a note to keep them away from you?”
 
   “Not at all. In fact, can you be sure I know who they are? I’ll seek them out at the reception.”
 
   Before Trenna could respond, her cellphone rang. She frowned and turned to answer it. “The Agency, Trenna speaking.” Cara couldn’t help but listen as Trenna spoke to the person on the other line. “I’m sorry, I don’t know who you think you’ve contacted, but I am a wedding consultant. I do not do personal security. I suggest you che—” She turned to Cara, shrugging and shaking her head. “I am not trying to be discreet. I am telling you that I am not a security firm, and I cannot help you with your situation. I’m sorry, but I have a bride waiting for help. I have to go.”
 
   Cara shook her head. “What on earth?” 
 
   “The guy on the phone insisted that he was calling ‘The Agency’ for protection from a corporate espionage assignment gone wrong. He really thought I used the wedding consulting as some kind of code. Weird.” She pointed to the door. “I’ve got to check a few things. You’re on in ten.”
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   At six o’clock sharp, the doors to the church opened and Cara walked down the aisle, feeling like the beautiful woman Jonathan always insisted she was. The aisle felt inordinately long—almost endless—but at last she reached the front and took Jonathan’s hand. Had it been only a few short months since she’d stood at the front of a church wearing a beautiful gown and a little girl—the girl who would now be her daughter—had mistaken her for the bride? 
 
   Cara turned and winked at Riley. The child beamed and shouted in a weak attempt at a whisper, “She’s gonna be my new mommy!”
 
   From the moment she took his hand, Cara knew their weeks and months of a hands-off policy had not been excessive, or unnecessary. They each reacted strongly to the contact. The attraction pulsed, affecting everyone around them. Jonathan whispered, “Not long now...”
 
   Riley wriggled, shuffled, swayed, and nearly danced along the line of attendants. On the other side, Bryson made great, sweeping arm movements designed to inform her of how distracting her movements were. Cara chuckled. Jonathan groaned. Carly tried to lay a calming hand on the little girl’s shoulder, but the minister’s next words changed the entire tone of the wedding.
 
   “—just cause why this couple should not lawfully be married, speak now or forever hold your peace.”
 
   “Forever?” Riley stared at the man, with wide eyes. “I can’t hold it for five minutes—ask Daddy! Forever?”
 
   A titter rippled over the church. Verna crept from her place at the edge of the family pew and beckoned for Riley to come to her. The child started to protest, but something in the woman’s eyes subdued her. As Riley turned to leave, Cara could have sworn she heard the little girl mutter, “Now I think I gotta go.”
 
   The tension that had held them at opposite poles since that first evening dissipated. In its place, a warm, comfortable glow seemed to emanate from the couple and into the hearts of every guest present. When the minister spoke of denying self in favor of another, she pledged in her heart not to fail him. When the music, designed to knit hearts together, swelled as they lit a unity candle, she felt as though hers would burst. And when every eye trained upon them as they finally came together for that first long-awaited kiss, the look of love and adoration in Jonathan’s eyes took her breath away. 
 
   “May I now introduce you to Mr. and Mrs. Jonathan Lyman? What God has joined together, let no man separate.” 
 
   “Not possible,” she murmured as they nearly danced down the aisle to the doors that led outside. It didn’t take more than a second after reaching the steps where they’d greet their guests for Jonathan to steal the second kiss—and the third. He stood, his arm around her waist, unwilling to let go—even for a second.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The room filled with dancers, diners, and dreamers. Riley seemed unwilling to leave Cara’s side, but when her grandmother promised a late movie and a slumber party, the child kissed her father and new mother, waved, and went to eat her cake. Time dragged. Jonathan’s eyes screamed for silence and speed. His hand squeezed hers anytime someone said anything that hinted of extending the celebration. They danced, mingled, and when Cara knew neither of them could take one more minute of self-control, she caught Trenna’s eyes with their pre-arranged signal. “It’s time.”
 
   Jonathan turned and frowned. “For what.”
 
   “To change to leave.”
 
   “Thank God.” At her glance of reproof, he shook his head. “I’m serious. I don’t think I’ve ever been grateful to the Lord than I am at this moment.”
 
   A new idea occurred to her. “Dance with me. Lead me over to Trenna’s side and then out the side door. Try to be discreet but don’t be obvious—that you’re trying to be discreet.”
 
   “Simple but lavish?”
 
   Cara grinned. “You can do it. You have that kind of talent.”
 
   It took several minutes to make it across the room, but when they did, the couple exhaled in unison. Tension sizzled between them until Cara thought she’d go crazy. Her laughter filled the stairwell before she clamped her hand over her mouth. Jonathan’s quizzical look prompted her to kiss him before whispering, “I keep thinking I have to control myself. I don’t. I can totally make out with you in the car if I want.”
 
   Jonathan sprinted toward the doors, causing her to giggle. He shook his head. “What? I’ve been good. I’m not being good anymore.”
 
   Their travel clothing had been hung in a room on the fourth floor of a hotel across the street from The Oakes. By the time they entered, Cara couldn’t imagine leaving again. Never had she imagined that she’d give anything to avoid her own reception.
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   The deejay announced the bouquet toss. The young women gathered around the foot of the stairs, waiting for the toss and squealing as the bouquet left Cara’s hands and flew through the air. Several couples stood around, watching the scene as Jonathan pulled off the fedora he’d put on in the hotel room and tossed it into the air for the single young men to catch. Once more, in what seemed to be a new normal, Jonathan paused, kissed his bride, and jogged out of the building, holding her hand. 
 
   Though many of the guests followed them outside, smiling and waving, Trenna joined one man in the corner. She smiled at the successful end of another wedding and said, “Jackson! So, what do you say to this one?”
 
   “I say that you are the world’s best planner. I’ve never seen two more jittery people become so relaxed in each other’s company so quickly. It seems as if someone knows exactly what each couple needs.” 
 
   Trenna shrugged. “I do what makes my clients happy.”
 
   “I overheard one of the bridesmaids talking. She said everything that could go wrong did.”
 
   “It did. I thought we’d never make it through the day without another catastrophe.” Her eyes closed as she took a slow, deep breath. “But we made it.”
 
   “And no one is the wiser. Not a guest here would assume that anything had gone wrong.” Jackson gazed at her for a moment. “So what caused the problems?”
 
   “Don’t know.” Trenna slid her tablet into its case and met his gaze once more. “I can’t decide if it’s just the natural result of a rush job—”
 
   “Haven’t you had those in the past?”
 
   “Yes, but—you’re right. Probably not that. But it could be. It’s possible. It also could be someone who wanted to put a stop to the wedding. A client of either of theirs that wasn’t happy or… something.”
 
   “Or someone who has it out for you. Might have nothing to do with them at all. A client who didn’t get the lobster because she couldn’t afford it and blames you or more likely,” he added with a sardonic twist to his lips, “someone who regrets the marriage and figures it’s your fault.”
 
   “Not funny. You amaze me with your cynicism regarding marriage,” Trenna said, forcing herself not to snap.
 
   “I’m not cynical about marriage—only weddings.” He swept the room with a glance. “Still, as I said, no one here would believe that you feel sabotaged with this wedding. You outdid yourself—especially if you consider it a “rush job.”
 
   She smiled. “And I bet not one guest would believe that I had a request for my ‘security services’ today.”
 
   “Security services?”
 
   “Yep. Some guy practically ordered me to pick him up from some rest stop outside of Chicago and hide me away. Seemed to think ‘wedding planner’ was code for ‘get you out of the country’ or something.
 
   Trenna’s phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen and passed it to Jackson. “That’s why I love what I do.” 
 
   IT COULDN’T HAVE BEEN MORE PERFECT. THANK YOU. CARA
 
   ~*~*~*~
 
   As the limousine whisked them away from the reception, Jonathan pulled her close. In the darkness of the car, their eyes couldn’t communicate. Neither complained; they found conversation came easier than ever—and words were still optional. “I love you, Cara mia,” Jonathan whispered.
 
   “Love you too, Jonafan.”
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