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   When we fell in love, it was once upon a dream
 
    
 
   “Are you planning on eating takeout again tonight?”
 
   A leading question from his brother was never a good sign so, to stall for time, Phillip tossed his tie onto the back of the sofa and unbuttoned the top button of his shirt before asking, “Why?”
 
   “Donna called and told me to invite you over tonight for a Christmas Eve meal at her mom’s house.” Roger paused before clearing his throat. “Her father was killed in a car wreck a year ago today, so even though they are going through the motions of cooking up a nice holiday meal, I don’t think they are in the spirit. Just reading into what Donna is saying and deliberately is not saying, I get the feeling she doesn’t want to be alone with her mom tonight. It’s certain to bring up unwanted memories for both of them.”
 
   There was nothing like a little guilt thrown in for good measure to make it impossible to turn down a dinner invitation. Phillip rolled his eyes and rubbed the back of his neck. Was it too late to wish for a fairy godmother to magically appear and rescue him from what was certain to be a depressing Christmas Eve meal? Damn. He hated family obligations.
 
   Roger laughed at the long pause in the conversation. “I know what you’re doing, so stop it.”
 
   Phillip grunted and switched the cell phone to the other ear. “What do you think I’m doing?”
 
   Roger’s snort turned into deep chuckle. “You’re over there at this very minute, racking your brain and trying to think of a good reason you can’t come.” He filled in the next extended pause with a lengthy sigh. “Just come with me like the wonderful brother you are. I know holiday traditions have never been big in our family, but maybe it’s time to try to do something better than our parents did. How many dreary Christmas Days have we had to spend with nannies or left at the boarding school? We’re adults now, so maybe it’s time to begin a few of our own traditions. We should celebrate every holiday together as a family from now on. I don’t want to turn out like Mom or Dad. Do you even know the name of Dad’s current bimbo?”
 
   The mention of their parents always depressed the hell out of Phillip. It was easy to see his little brother wasn’t above pulling out the big ammunition. “This girl must be something special if you’re willing to discuss Mom and Dad. I haven’t heard you talk about either one of them in a couple of years.”
 
   “I’m going to ask Donna to marry me tonight.”
 
   Phillip plopped into the nearest chair. “You’re going to do what?”
 
    “I love her and can’t see living my life without her. That’s another reason I want you there tonight. You’re the only family I have. Dad’s somewhere in France and doesn’t even remember he has two sons. I’m almost certain Mom is, at this very moment, at the house in the Hamptons in an alcohol-induced stupor. You know she never would have had either one of us if she hadn’t been desperate to hang on to Dad. Why, I’ll never know, because he certainly isn’t any prize to be had. Really, all we have is each other. That’s all we have ever had so, if we don’t change that, it’s all we’ll ever have. I want more out of life than lonely holidays and an empty house.”
 
   That statement of love and loneliness was all it took to convince Phillip to go anywhere his brother wanted him to go. Roger was right about them not having parents they could depend on. While Phillip never spent a lot of time dwelling on his parents or their disinterest in their children sometimes during the times normal families got together for the sheer pleasure of being together, it crossed his mind that there was nothing typical about his family. 
 
   He and Roger had never had a Christmas with his parents. What would it be like to celebrate the holidays like a normal family? 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   The next few moments were filled with a pregnant silence. “Okay? Okay, as in you’ll go?”
 
   “Don’t sound so surprised, little Brother. I wouldn’t miss your engagement for the world. I do love you. I know I don’t say it often enough, but I do. I want to be there to see your bride-to-be’s happy face.” Phillip leaned forward and rested both elbows on his knees. “She is going to say ‘yes,’ isn’t she?”
 
   Roger laughed. “Of course. Why wouldn’t she? I’m a good catch. I’m the entire package of good looks and boyish charm. What’s not to love?”
 
   Phillip chuckled but, at the same time, his heart compressed. Mixed in with the happiness for Roger, there was that nagging thought that an engagement meant he was soon going to lose the only family member he had ever loved. Phillip shooed away the unpleasant notion and refused to let it take root. He loved his baby brother too much to dampen his excitement. 
 
   Phillip managed to sound cheerful. “If we’re going to the dinner, I need to grab a quick shower and a new change of clothes. No one wants to see me in my stern lawyer suit. Its dullness depresses even me. Give me Donna’s address and I’ll meet you there.”
 
   Two hours later, with a stomach filled to capacity with turkey and dressing, and a dishwasher loaded with dirty dishes, Phillip found himself all alone in a strange, empty kitchen. As soon as the meal had been consumed, Roger had volunteered for the younger folks to do clean-up duty. Of course, they had all agreed and immediately set about ushering Mrs. Briar out of the dining room. Two seconds after the dishes were loaded and the counters wiped, Roger had flashed a grin in his direction and, without a single word, had vanished outside with Donna in tow. 
 
   Roger was probably out there in the freezing temps and falling snow, proposing marriage. With nothing better to do, Phillip headed in the direction of the living room in search of Mrs. Briar. At first, it appeared as if no one was in the room. The only light emanating from the room was coming from a television set. Since he had never been in the house before, he was at a loss about what to do next. He stood poised in the doorway, trying to decide if he should enter, or go back to the empty kitchen and wait for Roger and Donna to come back inside. 
 
   While indecision kept Phillip rooted in the doorway, he absentmindedly focused on what was playing on the television. It appeared to be a home movie of the Briar’s recorded from an earlier Christmas celebration. A much younger Donna and another girl were both sitting on the floor by a brightly decorated Christmas tree. An older man kept moving in and out of the camera range, handing out gifts, and then heading back behind the tree to refill his arms with more presents. 
 
   The smiling, self-appointed Santa was dressed in a faded blue bathrobe. His face was creased in a wide smile as he went joyfully about his duties. Both of the young girls giggled as they unwrapped each gift. The young version of Donna had much longer hair and it was pulled up into a tangled ponytail. She looked happier than he had ever seen her. 
 
   Phillip didn’t recognize the other girl in the home movie. Even though her long blonde hair was a tangled mess, she still looked very much like she could have been the angel that had just fallen from the Christmas tree top. Both girls were still in their disheveled bedclothes. It was like watching a scene straight out of a Hollywood Christmas movie. Everyone was teasing each other and laughing. It was just as he had always envisioned Christmas to be with real families. 
 
   When Donna finally called the robed man “Daddy” it became clear why Mrs. Briar was sitting in the dark on the anniversary of her husband’s death with only an old movie for company. As soon as Phillip realized what he was intruding on, he turned to leave, but Mrs. Briar must have seen him lingering in the doorway, because she called out, “Please stay. I can turn this off.”
 
   Phillip wavered between leaving and staying, but good manners stopped him from deserting her, so he went in and sat on the sofa with his host. “Please leave it on. I would like to watch this with you, if you don’t mind.” He wanted to see more of the fallen angel. Who was she and why did she tug at his heart in ways no one had touched him before?
 
   After a moment, Mrs. Briar nodded and then refocused her attention on the television screen. “Thank you. Donna doesn’t like watching them. She says it just reminds her of how much we have lost. You see, last year, we didn’t just lose my husband. In a way, we also lost my oldest daughter, Rose. She was with my husband that night. She suffered serious head trauma and is still in a coma. The doctors don’t know if she’ll ever come out of it. Donna won’t even go with me to the nursing home anymore.” She turned back to face the screen.
 
   Phillip hadn’t missed the tears, even though she had lowered her lashes in an attempt to hide them. He didn’t say anything, but he sat and watched the sweet family scene unfold. It was everything he and Roger had never had growing up. It made him think about whether it was better never to have such love or to have it, but then lose it without warning.
 
   “You have two very beautiful daughters, Mrs. Briar. Do you mind talking about Rose? I would like hearing about her.”
 
   For the first time that evening, Mrs. Briar’s face brightened. “I would love to. I don’t get many opportunities to talk about her anymore. It doesn’t take long for friends and family to lose interest in another person’s grief. Rose was a beautiful child, who grew into a beautiful woman, but she’s not just that way on the outside, she’s so beautiful on the inside too.” She leaned in to be closer as if to tell an important secret. “Do you know what Rose was going to do after graduating from the university? She wanted to build a place where children who were too old to live any longer in foster homes to stay until they received their higher education.”
 
   Sadness settled back onto her face. “That’s my biggest regret, that I talked Rose out of going ahead with the project. She wanted to begin three years ago, but her father and I told her there was plenty of time to do it after she completed her education. Now she might never have the chance.”
 
   Phillip covered her hand. “She still can. You mustn’t give up hope.” He leaned closer to her and smiled. “Why don’t I drive you over to see Rose tonight? That would make a lovely Christmas Eve surprise for her.”
 
   It was heartbreaking to see such hope fill Mrs. Briar’s face, but then, without warning, it vanished.
 
   “I can’t ask you to spend Christmas Eve with an old lady. You must have better things to do tonight than drive me to the nursing home.” She smiled, but it was tainted with a hint of sadness. “I appreciate the kind thought, though. You and Roger have the best manners. Your parents must be so proud of the two of you.”
 
   Phillip didn’t bother contradicting her. “I would love to meet Rose.” He leaned closer and whispered conspiringly. “Don’t say anything before Roger and Donna come back in with the happy news, but I think we’re soon going to be family. You might as well get used to seeing me.”
 
   It took Mrs. Briar a moment, but then a look of understanding and a smile lit her face. “You mean?”
 
   Phillip nodded.
 
   She stood and waved for him to do the same. “Let’s go tell Rose.”
 
   He found himself answering her bright smile with one of his own. He stood and offered her his hand. “What a wonderful idea.”
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
  
 

To sleep and not dream of love is the saddest thing of all.Phillip stood out of the way while Mrs. Briar fluttered around Rose’s bedside. The older woman tucked in covers, and then, without anything left to do, she combed her daughter’s short, blonde hair.
 
   After the tender grooming, Mrs. Briar slipped the comb into her purse. “Rose is going to hate how short her hair is. They had to remove a section of her skull to reduce the swelling.” She smoothed the hair off of Rose’s forehead and then kept her palm flat against her forehead as if unable to break the contact. While she never said a word, her expression spoke volumes about the love and pain she was feeling.
 
   After watching from the doorway, Phillip finally walked over and stood by the side of Rose’s bed. Her expression was so serene and she had to be the most beautiful woman he had ever seen before. Her skin had the appearance of the finest alabaster, but without its coldness or hardness. It took every ounce of willpower to not reach out and run a hand down the length of her arm to see if it was as soft as it appeared to be. It also wasn’t exactly correct to call the color of her hair simply blonde, because that was too general of a term to describe the shimmering highlights that sparkled and shimmered, even under the harsh overhead fluorescent lights.
 
   Rose was dressed in brightly colored pajamas designed with pink and purple flowers and trimmed with purple satin. Even though their activity echoed loudly around the almost bare décor of the room, her thick lashes never moved or gave any indication that she was aware there were visitors in her room. As he stared at her peaceful expression, it was difficult for Phillip to imagine she might never wake up again. That thought made Phillip’s chest tighten and for a moment, he found it hard to exhale. She was too perfect to be doomed to such an existence. Surely, she was destined for far more. She had plans, dreams, hopes, and a bright future ahead of her. How many people did he know who had nothing but selfish plans and the only dreams they had were for no one other than themselves? Surely, God didn’t waste the best part of mankind to the confines of a nursing home bed, trapped within a damaged brain. Phillip refused to believe that was to be Rose’s fate. She had to wake up one day and do all the good things she had planned on doing. People would profit from her goodness. 
 
   “Did Rose have any of her plans written down?” His voice sounded loud in the small space, so he cleared his throat and lowered it. “I know a few people who might be able to help make her dream for the youth center become a reality.” Maybe this was why he had trained in the legal field when his heart had yearned for another profession. He had the knowhow and he was acquainted with people who had the money and resources at their disposal to put such a project together. With Rose’s vision, there wasn’t any reason her dream couldn’t be a reality in the near future.
 
   Phillip reached out and touched Rose’s hand. Even though he would have liked to be able to keep it there a little longer, he only lingered long enough to absorb some of her warmth before pulling his hand away again. “We should get the ball rolling for her so when Rose wakes up, she’ll see that we believed in her enough to carry on with her dreams. The moment she comes out of the coma, we’ll turn the project over for her to run. She can finish what we weren’t able to complete.”
 
   When Phillip met Mrs. Briar’s eyes, he was pleased to find her smiling. Her voice sounded hopeful. “Do you think she would like that?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

I dreamed of loving you.In spite of being exhausted, Phillip pushed through the nursing home double doors and waved at all of the familiar faces. 
 
   “Mrs. Burks, what are you still doing up this time of night!” Phillip leaned forward so he was at eye level with the older woman. 
 
   Mrs. Burks was alert, but because of an earlier stroke, she was sitting slumped over to one side in the wheelchair. She didn’t answer, but after carefully studying his face, she gave a cheeky grin that revealed a healthy pink set of gums. 
 
   Phillip knelt and covered one of her wrinkled hands with his. “You waited up for me?” He couldn’t stop from laughing when her answer was devilish wink. “Mrs. Burks! Are you flirting with me? What will I tell Mr. Burks? You’ll have us fighting duels over you next. My reputation will be tarnished beyond repair.” He stood and kissed the top of her head and then gently lifted her chin so she could see his face. He leaned in and whispered so only she could hear. “If you ever need a knight in shining armor, I’m your man. I’m not much of a horseman, but for you I would do everything within my power to protect your honor.” He leaned and kissed the side of her cheek. He gave her one last smile before hurrying down the long hall toward his ultimate goal, Rose’s room.
 
   Phillip closed his eyes and took a deep breath before pushing through the door to Rose’s room. He reopened them only after he was fully in her room and the door was closed. It was a silly game he had been playing ever since he began visiting Rose every night after work. It was an irrational hope that one evening he would discover her sitting up and alert. The moment his eyes were open, a stab of disappointment pierced his heart. Rose was still lying with her eyes closed. Nothing had changed since his last visit.
 
   To brighten his mood, Phillip began humming so Rose wouldn’t be able to sense his deep disappointment. He carried the bouquet of yellow roses over to the vase and pulled out the old flowers. He busied himself with adding fresh water to the vase and disposing of the old flowers before finally walking back to Rose’s bedside. In the first moment of stillness, he marveled again at how beautiful she was. 
 
   How many hours had he spent memorizing each dimple, the curve of her cheeks, or even each breath she took and released? What he longed for but refused to voice was for her to open her eyes and see him. Was she able to hear his many conversations over the last few months? It had been easy to talk about the years of neglect. After all of that had been purged from his system, he had told her about every single forgotten hope and dream. Every night, even though he didn’t think he would have anything else to say, he would sit by her side and have each and every word tumble from the bottom of his soul. He told Rose things he didn’t know he had thought about or even knew he yearned for.
 
   “The paperwork came in this morning for Rose’s Security Blanket Foundation. I almost came right over as soon as my secretary placed it on my desk.” He waited for a reaction, even though he wasn’t expecting any. So why he was disappointed when Rose’s expression didn’t change was a mystery only his heart knew.
 
   Phillip sighed and walked around the foot of the bed to the only window in the room. The night nurses hadn’t lowered the blinds yet and even though it was too dark to see anything, he stared out at the night’s blackness. “How did I get here, Rose? I’ve told you things I’ve never told anyone. I only feel complete the moment I walk in here and see you’re okay. I have fallen in love with you and you’ve never even seen my face. I only know what your voice sounds like from your mom’s home movies. My being here is crazy, right?” There was nothing but silence for a reply, so he continued staring out the window. “The money’s rolling in for your foundation. We have enough to begin three of the dormitories, but I need your advice on what to do next. Even though I have all of your notes, it’s not the same. I need your passion for this to ever work like I know you want it to.” 
 
   He glanced back toward the bed, but there wasn’t any movement or indication that she heard anything of his words or pleas. He drew in deep breath and then released a weary sigh. He jammed both hands into his pants pockets and turned back to face the blackness. His next words were directed toward the window and he said in all but a whisper, “Who am I kidding? I need you. I need you more than I have ever needed anything in my entire life. I have been asleep to the beauty out there, but you saw it, didn’t you? My entire life I have dwelled on only the negative aspects of my life. I never saw the possibilities until I met you. 
 
   “Did you know your mother lent me all of your journals? I don’t think she knew just how much of your personal life you had entered in them. But every word in them indicates that you’ve always known your place in the universe, and what you were capable of doing to make it a better place. I’m ashamed to say that all I ever saw is what had been stolen from me. I never thought I owed the world anything. I have been so blind. Now here I am and I see what you saw all along and there you are sleeping and missing the life you envisioned. It breaks my heart to know you are missing this beauty. I don’t think you want that, so stop sleeping your life away. 
 
   “Please wake up, Rose. I want that for you more than I have ever wanted anything in my entire life. Even with me knowing the moment you do, you’re not going to remember my words to you. I’m also aware that you’re never going to feel for me what I feel for you, but that’s okay because it will be enough to have you whole again, to see you smile and just to hear your voice. It will it all have been enough. 
 
   “I will hold this time in this room with you close to my heart forever and remember your sighs. I will hold all of this close to my heart. Even though you might not remember my words to you, I’ll remember that for a short time I had to you all to myself. You are destined for more than this bed and this room. You are destined to live your life to its fullest and for me that will be enough, so wake up, my beautiful Rose. Please wake, my love.”
 
   When Phillip finally turned to face Rose, the moment he did, he could feel the change in the room before he saw it and even when he did, he had to walk over to the bed to make certain he was really seeing what he thought he saw. He knelt by the side of the bed. “You have beautiful eyes.”
 
   He threw his head back and laughed. He then ran out of the room to get a nurse.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

To find your true love is better than any dream.“Why are you here again? You don’t have to do this, you know.”
 
   Phillip caught Rose around the waist before she crumpled to the floor. It was bittersweet being so near, but at the same time so far away. He gathered her into his arms and then sat her in the nearest chair. He knelt to be near, but managed to keep the concern out of his voice. “You don’t have do this either, but here you are overdoing it again so you’ll be able to be your sister’s bridesmaid next week.” 
 
   He touched her cheek, but refrained from caressing her hair, even though he longed to run his fingers through it ever since walking into the room. He wanted more than anything to take a strand of it between two fingers and to caress it as he had done without her permission in the nursing home. He missed those daily visits. The hardest part of it all was she did not know who he was, or the part he had played in her life over the last few months. He had tried to stay away at first, but since he was still overseeing her foundation, he had found one excuse after the other to be with her to talk business.
 
   He hadn’t forgotten the pact with himself to be content with her being out of the coma, so he tried to bury the pain of having her only seeing him as someone who was nothing more than a soon-to-be brother-in-law. She wasn’t indifferent to him, but he wasn’t anything other than a complete stranger to her. Even though he had watched every home movie and had read her deepest thoughts from the pages of her personal journals, she knew nothing about him and seemed content to keep it that way.
 
   To regain control over his emotions, Phillip stood and put some distance between the two of them.
 
   With a stubborn set to her jaw, Rose pushed out of the chair. “I have to do this for Donna. All we ever talked about growing up was about how we were going to be in each other’s weddings. Donna and I chose the colors for the flowers and dresses for both of our weddings when we were just teenagers. I have to do this for me too. You have no idea how hard it is to wake up and realize you’ve slept away fifteen months of your life. I can never get that time back, so I’m determined not to miss one more moment of my life.” 
 
   Even though she wavered at first, she seemed to find an inner strength and managed to straighten. Her deep blue eyes sent him a challenge, so he nodded and walked over next to her in case she grew tired and needed his help again.
 
   Rose walked slowly but steadily. “You never answered me. Why are you here helping me and not at work? I’m certain you must have better things to do with your time than babysit me. You’re still in your high-class lawyer duds. You’re not playing hooky today, are you? I would hate for you to be fired because of me.”
 
   She swayed and bumped up against Phillip, so he wrapped an arm around her waist to steady her, but as soon as he felt her back muscles tighten against his hold, he released her again. “I’m not playing hooky. I brought some papers over for you to sign and about a half dozen more checks that have been donated.” He watched from the corner of his eye to make certain she was stable. He tried only to help if she was in danger of falling. It was hard watching her struggle at regaining the full use of her legs. “Besides, I’m the best man. It’s my job to be your backup. You do know you can always count on me to be your backup, right?”
 
   They walked in unison across her mother’s living floor and while she didn’t answer his question, she did utter a couple of curse words when she stumbled and almost fell again. Unable to stand to see her in pain another moment longer, Phillip scooped her up and carried her over to the sofa. After gently lowering her onto it, he sat beside her.
 
   They sat in silence for a long time before Rose finally spoke. “I have dreams about you.”
 
   Phillip had been staring off at nothing on the other side of the room, but that made him look at her. Her cheeks were now flushed and he suspected it was from more embarrassment and not her earlier struggles.
 
   Rose met his eyes, but only briefly. “I always have the strangest feeling when we are together that we were good friends, but I know that isn’t so because I just met you after I came out of the coma. But every night before I drift off to sleep, a feeling comes over me that we used to go for long walks and we would talk about everything possible. When I sleep, I can recall events from your childhood and bits and pieces of what you want of out life.” She met his eyes again. “That’s crazy, right? I don’t really know you want to learn how to fly a plane one day or you and Roger never once celebrated Christmas with your parents.”
 
   When Phillip shifted his weight, their knees touched. While he would have liked to keep that contact, he moved his leg before answering, “I came to see you every night since the first time I brought your mother last Christmas Eve. I talked at first to tell you how the plans for your foundation were coming along. Whenever I had questions, I asked you even though I knew you couldn’t answer. I wanted you to be a part of the strategies you had worked so hard on for the children. It didn’t feel right to take your plans and carry on without you, so I did the only I could at the time. I talked to you.”
 
   Trying to explain the unexplainable made him nervous, so he stood and began pacing. “Before I knew it, I was telling you all about my life. I had read all of your journals to discover how you wanted the foundation set up and I found so much more in your journals than that. I knew to do so was prying but I couldn’t stop from reading about your thoughts. So even though you didn’t know me, I was discovering who you were and who you wanted to be. In a strange sort of way, it was like we were friends. With every visit, I talked to you about my life and during that time, I was slowly coming to realize I had wasted so much on it doing what other people expected out of me.”
 
   He stopped pacing and faced her. “Every night before I left, I asked you to wake up because you were missing so much of your life. I could see what I had missed in my life and I didn’t want you missing yours. You had too much to give and too much still to do with it. I wanted you to realize how much your family missed and needed you.” 
 
   He glanced away and focused on a table lamp. “In the end, I was telling you how much I needed you.” He met her eyes again and held his arms straight out as if surrounding. “I grew to know you during that time in a way I had never taken the time to know myself or anyone else. I was wrapped in what was wrong with the things I had no control over. I can’t change my parents, or how they feel about me. It took meeting you and reading your journals finally to see everything I was missing out on. You’re ten years younger than I am, but you already know more about life than I ever did. I wanted to be a part of such a bright life if only on the sidelines watching you conquering the world.” 
 
   He dropped his arms and looked at his feet. “You asked earlier why I was here. I’m here because even though you don’t know me, I know you and if you don’t mind, I would like to be a part of your life if only in some small way.”
 
   He walked over and knelt at her feet. “So let me help you while you’re regaining your strength. Please let me be some small part of your life. I promise not to be anything other than a good brother-in-law. I promise to not to ride up on a white charger unless you really want or need me to. You want to know why I’m in your dreams. It’s because while you slept I told you my hopes, hurts, and dreams. Since I already knew yours, it seemed only fair you should know mine.”
 
   Rose reached out and touched his face. She closed her eyes as if memorizing the feel his skin. When she reopened them again, she smiled. “You don’t have to come riding up a white charger, but would you walk by my side in the wedding next week? I don’t think I’m going to have all of my strength back by then. You’re right. Friends need friends. With you by my side, I don’t have to worry about falling. I knew for some reason that I always feel safe when you are near me.”
 
   

 
   

When dreams become our realties, what do we dream about next? We make new dreams.Phillip had butterflies in his stomach as if the wedding were his own. Instead of standing in the front of the church next to his brother, it had been decided he would meet Rose at the top of the stairs and hold onto her arm as they descended them. Each step up to meet her he had found it impossible not to stare at her in her lovely gown of yellow.
 
   She was a vision in a long dress made of sheer silky layers of the palest yellow he had ever seen. Her hair was put up in soft curls in the back with a few wisps of curls by each ear. If he had ever thought she looked like an angel before, the sight of her at the top of those stairs had taken his breath away. But since he had promised himself he was only going to be Rose’s support and big brother he forced his heart to settle down and to keep his eyes off the soft swells of the exposed tops of her breasts.
 
   One of the many things he had discovered about her likes and dislikes while reading her private journals was that yellow was her favorite color. That was why he had carried a bouquet of some type of yellow flower to her every night at the nursing home.
 
   The moment he reached the top of the stairs, he smiled but didn’t voice out loud how stunning she was. They were finally becoming comfortable being around each other so there was no reason for her to know he thought she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, so he stared straight ahead and focused on reaching the bottom step without any mishaps. 
 
   The same words pumped through his brain with each second. “I’m happy being some part of Rose’s life. I’m happy with that. I am. I really am.” By the time they made it to the front of the altar and the two of them went their separate ways, the words had almost become a full-fledged tune with chorus and the added bonus of the organ music. When the wedding march began playing and everyone else’s eyes were focused on the bride, his eyes looked over every inch of Rose and the words felt like a betrayal to his heart. How could he ask his heart to stop feeling such love? Here he was standing before God and he couldn’t lie any longer to her or himself. It was time to stop tormenting himself. There was no way he could ever be this close on a day-to-day basis and just be her friend. So what did that leave?
 
   So that was why between the vows being exchanged and the preacher pronouncing Roger and Donna husband and wife, Phillip made a huge life decision. He hated being a lawyer, so why not quit and finally study aviation as he had always dreamed of doing? Nothing was keeping him here. Roger had begun a new life with Donna. He no longer needed a big brother in order to have his much-needed family. Their lives had branched off and were going in different directions. Phillip made the decision and then waited to feel an expected pain at the thought. But none came. As if it were all a dream, he watched Donna and Roger kiss, and then turn to walk back down the aisle together as husband and wife.
 
   Phillip walked over and met Rose in the center of the altar. As soon as he took her elbow, they began following the happy couple down the aisle, but about three steps into the march he sensed the moment Rose’s strength gave out. Fortunately, the past week’s experience had left him fast enough to catch her before she fell to the floor. Even though several women gasped, he didn’t stop, but carried her out of the sanctuary and back up the stairway. He pushed through the first door and sat Rose into the nearest chair.
 
   He grabbed a straight back chair and pulled it over next to hers. He leaned forward and placed his elbows onto his knees. “You did good.”
 
   Rose rolled her eyes, but after a moment, she laughed. “Yeah. I didn’t cause a scene at all, did I?”
 
   Phillip joined in with the laughter. “I don’t think anyone noticed.” He sat back and draped an arm over the back of his chair.
 
   She looked at her hands and twisted then on the top layer of her dress. “What were you thinking?”
 
   He lifted an eyebrow as if asking what she was talking about, even though he suspected he knew exactly what she was referring to.
 
   “In the middle of the ceremony I could see the moment you came to some life changing decision. If you don’t mind me asking, what was it? You did say we were friends the other day. Friends share life changing decisions, don’t they?”
 
   It was painful looking into her stunning eyes. They only reminded him of everything he was never going to have. He sat forward again. “It suddenly occurred to me how much I hated my job and what I really wanted to do was learn study aviation. The day I told my father that was I wanted to study, he told me no son of his would waste his life studying something so stupid and useless. You see, the Sinclairs produce nothing but doctors and lawyers. Any other line of work is considered far beneath the family name. I was supposed to follow in my father’s footsteps even though he has never been a part of my life. Back then, I was still naïve enough to believe that if I did as he wanted, then maybe I would finally win his approval.” 
 
   He sat back and stared off toward the corner of the room. “Of course I never did. I don’t know why it took me so long to decide I had to live my life as I wanted to live it because this is the only one I have.” He met her eyes again and shrugged as if the decision wasn’t that monumental. “So you see, my big decision is to quit my job and go back to school. Crazy, huh?”
 
   This time it was Rose’s turn to lean forward. “You know what I think?”
 
   He leaned forward too until their noses were almost touching. “What are you thinking, my lovely Rose?”
 
   She grinned. “I think you need a lady in shining armor to come riding up to your rescue.”
 
   He couldn’t stop the foolish grin. “Yeah? Do you happen to know where I can find one of those?”
 
   She reached out and ran a finger down the side of his face. He had no choice but to close his eyes against the sensation.
 
   “I know where there’s one. She dreams of the man she loves every night and keeps waiting for him to tell her he loves her again. He did once, you know, but she was sleeping.” She placed a fingertip under his chin and forced him to look her in the eyes. “Now that I’m no longer asleep, do you still love me, Phillip? I remember every single whispered word. I know what makes you happy and I know what makes you sad. But you’re in much need of a rescue, my own dear sleeping beauty. You need someone to stand by you while you finally realize your dreams. I’ll fight every single enemy you have to help you realize them. I would fight to the death to win your love again. Do you think you’ll ever love me again like you did while I was sleep? I’m right here, Phillip. If you let me love you forever, I will.”
 
   Phillip dropped to his knees, buried his face in her lap, and closed his eyes against the feel of her fingers running through his hair. When he finally lifted his face, he took her face between both hands. “I have loved you asleep and I have loved your every waking moment. If you ever are ever in need of rescuing, I am your knight in shining armor and if all you need is my love, then I am that man from your dreams. I will love you with very beat of my heart for every moment of my life. I would gladly pledge my heart to yours.”
 
   Phillip touched his lips to Rose’s for the first time. He then trailed kisses across the bridge of her nose and each cheek. “There’s nothing quite like finally waking up and realizing there’s so much worth living for and discovering that I have an abundance of love to give. I’m never going to forget there’s too much to see and feel ever to sleep through my life again.” He touched the loose curls on the side of her face to feel if her hair was as soft as he remembered it to be. “I’ll love you until time stands still and even beyond that time if I have any say in the matter. If you’ll marry me, we’ll fight all of our battles together. I don’t know of anyone who’ll be able to hurt us as long as we stand together. What do you say to forever with me, my sleeping beauty?”
 
   Rose placed both hands onto the sides of Phillip’s face and smiled. “I would say that forever is nowhere long enough to love you. We’re already dressed for a wedding. The church is full of friends and family. What’s stopping us from starting our forever today?”
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