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Dedication 
 
   In loving memory of Holmes and Watson our four-legged friends who have gone on to greener pastures. Holmes, I’ll remember you wanting me to come over and bring you a biscuit every time I talked to your human mom on the phone. Watson, I’ll always remember you pawing my leg to get me to pet you that afternoon when you thought I wasn’t paying enough attention while visiting your house.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Alex carried the last cardboard box from his truck into the house and set it on the kitchen counter. He surveyed the room and shook his head. Keely had given the kitchen her own personal touch, removing all memory of their mom while she lived here the last three years. She’d even stripped off the wallpaper and painted. He couldn’t really blame her. But the kitchen had been the one room in the house that he had tried to leave the same to preserve their mother’s memory. Perhaps he should have mentioned that before he left for Alaska.
 
   A light knock sounded at the back door before it opened and his sister walked in. “Hey. Are you all settled in?”
 
   He smiled, noticing the loose fitting top she wore trying to conceal evidence that he was going to have a niece or nephew in a few months. “Almost. What about you? Have you and Darren finished unpacking at your new house?”
 
   “He’s going through the last box of books for the office. I, on the other hand, just finished in the kitchen and was getting ready to make dinner when I realized I must have left my favorite casserole dish behind. Do you mind if I check the cabinets?”
 
   “Help yourself. But can’t you cook without it?”
 
   “No…well yes…but it’s the right size for what I’m making tonight.”
 
   He chuckled. “You sound like Mom. Remember how she had to have that certain bowl whenever she mixed her stuffing at Thanksgiving? She was convinced it wouldn’t taste the same otherwise.”
 
   “I totally get where she was coming from now that I do so much cooking.” Keely opened a cabinet door and squatted down to peer inside. “Just as I thought. I should have never let Darren help me pack up the kitchen. He totally missed this cabinet. Is that box empty? My casserole dish is not the only item we left.”
 
   Alex quickly emptied the box of its contents and watched her pull out several platters and a large, colorful round dish with several small compartments. 
 
   “What is that?” 
 
   “It’s a relish plate. It’s great for when you’re having company and are doing a fruit platter or a Mexican night. Guacamole can go in the center while you fill the rest with sour cream, cheese, peppers, onion, lettuce, chunks of tomatoes.”
 
   He shook his head and listened to her ramble on. “You’ve become so domesticated.”
 
   “Getting married does that to a person. Help me up, won’t you?”
 
   Alex placed his hands under her arms and lifted, helping her stand. “How much longer do you have?”
 
   “Four months according to the doctor, but Lucinda says it will be closer to five.”
 
   “Don’t tell me she’s been doing her hocus pocus on you?”
 
   Keely laughed, rubbing her stomach. “No. She said she could tell by the way I’m carrying the baby. Why? Has she been doing it on you?”
 
   He didn’t like the way her brow arched when she asked that question. He still hadn’t figured out what he was supposed to do with the tiny bottle Lucinda had given him when she paid him an unexpected visit last month. In fact, her appearing unannounced and then performing a ritual before she gave it to him bordered on cryptic. Keely might believe in Lucinda’s voodoo talk, but not him. Did he dare tell his sister about it? Would she laugh? Or would she understand and put his concerns to rest?
 
   “Alex?” she asked when he didn’t immediately answer her question.
 
   “Lucinda came to see me.”
 
   “She did?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Funny. She didn’t mention it.” Keely turned to the counter and packed the box with her dishes. When she turned back her brows were knitted together. “Though she did get called to fill in for a singer on one of those cruise ships, but she never told me it was going to Alaska. Did you have a nice visit?”
 
   He grunted. “You know Lucinda, she’s always talking mumbo jumbo, waving her hands in the air, and burning incense.”
 
   “It isn’t mumbo jumbo, Alex. And please, don’t let her ever hear you talk like that, because it would hurt her feelings.”
 
   “Don’t tell me you buy into it? All her talk about finding your true love and soul mate?”
 
   Keely shrugged and smiled. “It doesn’t matter if I believe or not. It’s what you believe, little brother. I’ve found my perfect match and we’re very happy. Maybe it’s time you did the same.”
 
   Alex turned to the counter where he’d emptied the contents of the box and picked up the bottle Lucinda had given him. He weighed it in his hand, debating on asking the question that had been on his mind since he arrived home, but had almost been afraid of what Keely would answer. When he turned back to his sister, he found her watching him closely.
 
   “Have you ever seen this before?” He held the vial for her to see.
 
   She shook her head. “That’s a pretty bottle. Where did you get it?”
 
   “Lucinda gave it to me. She asked me to keep it safe until the time was right.”
 
   “Did she say what’s in it?”
 
   “A potion. A good luck potion.”
 
   Keely smiled. “Then you better do what she said. Keep it safe until the time is right.”
 
   “How will I know when that is?”
 
   She chuckled. “You’ll know. Believe me, you’ll figure it out.”
 
   He set the bottle back on the counter.
 
   “Carry the box out to my car for me. I need to get home and fix dinner. Want to come by in about an hour and eat with us?” She walked to the door.
 
   “Love to, but I’ve got plans with some old friends. You remember Brandon and Phil who I played basketball with all the time.”
 
   “Yeah. How are they?” She held the door for him to exit.
 
   “Phil’s engaged. His fiancée is throwing a small party for some friends.”
 
   “You better be careful. One thing I know about couples, they love to see other couples formed out of their single friends.”
 
   It was his turn to chuckle. “I don’t think Phil would let his fiancée do that to us.”
 
   Keely walked over to the fence and called to Duke, his overweight bloodhound. The dog slowly got to his feet from where he’d been lying under the shade tree. He jumped up on the fence for her to pet him. “Hello, boy. How ya doing? Miss me already?”
 
   “He’s been moping around all afternoon.”
 
   “Give him a day or two. He’ll forget Darren and me and he’ll be your dog again. It took a few days for him to get over spending so much time with Jama and Kyle when we returned from our honeymoon.”
 
   “I guess.” Alex walked to her car and set the box on the backseat. “Make Darren get that out for you.”
 
   “Don’t worry. He will,” she assured, rubbing Duke’s head one last time before leaving the fence. “He’s more protective of me than a mother hen of her chicks right now.”
 
   “He loves you.” Alex opened the car door for her. “So do I. You drive carefully and watch out for Mr. Brubaker. He made a point of letting me know he was glad I was back so there’d be peace and quiet around here again.”
 
   Keely laughed, turning the key in the ignition. “He got his knickers in a twist while Jama stayed here and still hasn’t got them unwound. Throw a loud party and make him regret saying that, won’t you.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.” Alex shut her door and waved as she drove away. He walked to the fence where Duke stood watching her go. “She’ll be back to visit. Don’t look so sad. I’m here now and it’s going to be like old times. You’ll see.”
 
   Duke yawned and returned to the shade of the large sugar maple.
 
   Going back in the house, Alex thought about Keely’s warning as he got ready for the party. Phil had mentioned they were going to play the lock and key game tonight. He’d never heard of it, but he guessed he’d soon find out if it works.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sue Charles brushed her short blond hair, smoothing it into place. She spritzed it with hair spray and checked her lipstick one last time before heading over to her sister’s for dinner. Kimberly was excited for her to meet a few of her fiancé’s friends. Sue couldn’t help be a little excited too. She’d found her life had become so predictable lately that she needed to meet new people. It didn’t really bother her too much that her younger sister was marrying before she did, but she knew others would start talking at the wedding if she wasn’t even dating someone.
 
   Maybe tonight would change that. She grabbed her small purse and car keys on the way to the door. When she opened it, there was a woman standing on her doorstep with her hand raised as if she were about to knock.
 
   “Sue Charles?” the woman asked.
 
   She nodded noting the Cajun accent. “Lucinda?”
 
   “Ah, you do remember me. I wasn’t sure you would.” The woman smiled. “I see you are on your way out. I won’t keep you long, but I have a gift to give you. Do you have a minute to spare?”
 
   Sue returned Lucinda’s smile. “Sure. Come on in. I’m having dinner with my sister, but she won’t mind if I’m a little late.”
 
   “I promise not to keep you long.” Lucinda stepped into the apartment, carrying a big black bag. Her bangle bracelets jingled as she walked across the room.
 
   Sue closed the door and hurried into the living room. “Have a seat.”
 
   “Thank you.” Lucinda sat on the sofa and dug in her bag, pulling out a smaller black pouch and a spritz bottle. She uncapped the bottle and sprayed a few pumps into the air. 
 
   The fragrance reminded Sue of patchouli.
 
   Lucinda put the bottle back in her bag. “Keely has spoken favorably about you. So has Jama. And ever since we spoke that afternoon in Jama’s office I have thought of you often. You seemed most unhappy. Are you still single?”
 
   “Uh—yeah. But I try not to remind myself of it, especially now that my younger sister is getting married.”
 
   “Tsk-tsk. When one marries shouldn’t be a worry. Not when you are such a beautiful young woman with a bright future ahead.” Lucinda smiled. “Come. Give me your hand and I will share with you what I see.”
 
   Sue sat beside her on the sofa and held out her right hand. She knew about Lucinda and what gifts she gave. Could this really be happening to her? Before she could stop herself she blurted out, “I was so hoping I was the next in line for the gris-gris.”
 
   “You know about the gris-gris?” Lucinda’s fingers tightened slightly around Sue’s.
 
   “Yes, but only by accident. I overheard Keely talking one day and then Jama and I discussed it after you sent the crystal orb to her.”
 
   “Well. No one shared this with me. You are most fortunate that the gris-gris has chosen you.” Lucinda ran a deep purple painted nail along a crease line in Sue’s hand. “I see happiness on the horizon for you, but it will not be easy. Anything worth having never is.”
 
   Afraid to speak, Sue only nodded. 
 
   Lucinda moved her hands in a circular motion making her bracelets jingle and she reached for the black pouch. She chanted an incantation as she slowly parted the pouch’s drawstring closure before she poured the contents into Sue’s palm. “The gris-gris is an all-powerful amulet. If you wear it around your neck, it will draw your true love to your heart.”
 
   “How will I know it’s him?”
 
   “My, my, but you are an eager one. So unlike my Keely and Jama. Neither of them wanted to believe at first. Yet each had different experiences with the gris-gris. I have a feeling your time with it will be unique as well.”
 
   “Tell me everything.”
 
   The deep rumble of Lucinda’s chuckle filled the room. “It is said that when you find your true love that the gris-gris will open, spilling forth the blood red stone in the center. However, this is not always true as Jama will tell you. She embraced the gris-gris openly. Keely resisted up to the very end until she couldn’t deny its powers. Only time will tell if you will see the stone.”
 
   Sue took a deep breath and lifted the chain, putting the amulet on.
 
   “Remember. You must wear this always, never taking it off. Is that clear?” Lucinda warned closing the drawstring and putting the pouch back into her big bag.
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Good.” Lucinda stood. “Go. Enjoy dinner with your sister.”
 
   “You know. I think I just might now that I have this.” Sue touched the charm. “Thank you so much, Lucinda.”
 
   “Think nothing of it. I’ll be in touch.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Sue applied the brake, slowing to a stop outside of her sister’s house. She prepared to park behind a small pickup truck but became distracted when she saw a cute guy walk from the curb toward the house. His short cropped brown hair and two day stubble was a sexy combination. He filled out his jeans in all the right places too, drawing her attention to his behind instead of keeping her mind on coming to a full stop. When her car bumped into the tail end of the truck she jerked to attention.
 
   “Oh no.” She shifted to reverse, inched back a little and put it in park. Gripping the steering wheel tight, she laid her head on it, afraid to look. She was certain he’d heard the minor collision. She didn’t recognize him as one of Phil’s friends because he was definitely someone she would remember. Whoever he was, he’d no doubt be angry and justifiably so.
 
   If she didn’t feel obligated to go inside she’d leave, but she couldn’t bail on her sister. Though by the number of cars parked in the drive it was clear she wouldn’t be missed. Kimberly had said dinner with a friend or two, but this looked like a large dinner party. Leave it to her sister to tell a white lie to get her to come tonight.
 
   A knock on the window prompted her to look up. The hunky guy was standing outside her door and she swallowed the lump of anxiety that had formed in her throat. Resigned that she had to face him and the damage she had caused, she pulled her keys from the ignition, grabbed her purse and got out.
 
   “Are you okay?” His look of worry startled her.
 
   She slowly nodded, but her cheeks grew warm. “I’m sorry. I got a little too close and bumped you. Is there any damage to your truck? I’ll pay for it. It was totally my fault.”
 
   “Relax. It’s just a truck. The most important thing is that you weren’t hurt. Did you hit your head?”
 
   She swallowed, caught off guard by his concern for her safety when she was the one at fault. “No. I’m fine. Just rattled…I’m normally a safe driver. I wasn’t expecting so many cars to be here.”
 
   He grinned and nodded, extending his hand. “It does look like a crowd. I’m Alex by the way.”
 
   “Sue Charles.” She shook his hand. “I’m Kimberly’s sister.” 
 
   “Nice to meet you, Sue Charles. Should we go inside?”
 
   “Don’t you think we should check for damage?”
 
   “I don’t think there is any, but if it will make you feel better, we can look.”
 
   She followed him to the front of the car and they inspected both vehicles. Thankfully he was right. There wasn’t a scratch on either, but it didn’t change the fact that she’d hit his truck because she’d been staring at his butt. And the way he kept grinning made her feel he knew what had really distracted her. As if that wasn’t enough, the gris-gris warmed against her chest, reminding her that less than an hour ago Lucinda had given her the one thing that was supposed to ensure she meet her soul mate. 
 
   Mortified by what she’d done, she really wanted to hurry to the house and lock herself in Kimberly’s bedroom until everyone left. But she couldn’t, especially when Alex was trying to make her feel at ease. He was not only good looking, but a nice person and definitely someone she’d expect would be Phil’s friend.
 
   “See. No damage.” He smiled. “No harm. No foul. Let’s forget it and have a good time tonight.”
 
   She glanced up at him, grateful for his good nature. “Okay. I’ll try to forget it, but I’m truly sorry.”
 
   “Like I said, it’s just a truck.” He motioned for her to go ahead of him and he followed her up the walk.
 
   The front door opened before they reached it. Kimberly was all smiles and she looked amazing in the floral sundress and sandals she wore. “I was getting worried about you two. Everyone else has already arrived. Come on in and let me get you the last lock and key.”
 
   “What?” Sue followed her sister into the living room and saw there were five other females wearing a lock on a string around their necks.
 
   “Phil and I thought it would be fun to have a lock and key party. Have you ever heard of it?”
 
   “No.” Sue grimaced.
 
   “It’s simple really. You wear this lock and each male is given a key.” Kimberly turned to Alex, handing one to him. “Each key matches one lock. It’s the guy’s job to find out which one. We thought it would be a great way to start a conversation and for my friends to get to know Phil’s friends.”
 
   “Where’d you get this idea?” Sue asked.
 
   “A movie on one of those cable romance channels. Phil and I both thought it was the cutest idea ever.” Kimberly’s enthusiasm wasn’t rubbing off on her. “Relax. Who knows, you might just meet someone tonight. Haven’t you been moaning for the last few months about needing a date?”
 
   “Kimberly!” Sue gasped, not believing her sister had just said that in front of him. She grabbed her by the arm and led her toward the kitchen. “How could you say that in front of Alex?”
 
   “Sorry, but it’s true.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter if it is. I don’t want him thinking I’m a loser. I already bumped his truck when I parked.”
 
   “You didn’t.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “So that explains why the two of you were out there so long.”
 
   Sue ignored that last statement, not wanting to go into any more details at the moment. Instead she turned to the question that had been eating at her since she pulled up. “I thought you invited me here for dinner.”
 
   “I did. And we’ll eat as soon as each lock and key is paired up.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No buts. Go mingle.” 
 
   Sue watched her sister sashay away from her like a butterfly. Dejected, she walked back into the living room. She looked for a place to sit, but saw the room had been emptied of the typical living room furnishings and replaced with several small round tables with two chairs. Each was draped with a table cloth and a small floral arrangement was placed in the center to create an intimate setting. Great. Dinner for two. She just prayed her lock did not match Alex’s key, especially after what Kimberly said. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex watched Sue rush her sister away from him. He didn’t blame her after what Kimberly had said. But it was good to know the girl was unattached. She was cute and he had a feeling that fender bender wasn’t because she didn’t brake in time. The girl had been distracted by something she saw and he had a feeling it was him, but he didn’t want to be conceited.
 
   He surveyed the room and it looked like the pairing had already happened whether the key had been tested or not. He walked up to two couples which included a poker buddy of his, Parker Jennings. The young women giggled when he introduced himself.
 
   “Our locks have already been opened,” the red head said. “Sorry.”
 
   “You know what they say, Jones. The early bird gets the worm.” Parker slapped him on the back and laughed. “So how long were you in Alaska?”
 
   Alex grinned. “Three years. I just got back last night and got moved back into my place today.”
 
   “Sweet. Maybe we can resume our poker nights. You still on Cedar?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m back in my old house, but not sure if I’ll be holding those or not. I got out of the habit while up north.” He smiled and looked at the girls. “Nice to have met you.”
 
   “You too,” the red head said.
 
   He walked toward another group of six and saw his friend Brandon who shook his head and pointed to the blond sitting alone at a table. It was Sue. She looked upset as he approached. “We meet again.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “If you’re worried by what your sister said, don’t be. I have a sister too and she’s embarrassed me plenty. I figure it goes with the territory of family.”
 
   “It’s not just that. It’s this whole lock and key thing. Don’t you find it a little ridiculous?”
 
   He nodded. “Maybe, but as an ice breaker it works okay. Mind if I give your lock a try?”
 
   She rolled her eyes and stood up, holding out her lock. She sighed and shook her head. “Might as well.”
 
   He took hold of it, brushing his fingers against hers. She flinched, moving her fingers away. “Sorry.” 
 
   “Just do it already,” Sue said.
 
   Her tone caused him to hesitate a moment and he wondered if she didn’t like him before he slipped the key into the lock and it turned. “Well, what do you know?”
 
   “I think this was rigged.” Sue looked up at him. Her blue eyes shadowed by thick lashes. Her cheeks were rosy, matching her inviting lips. She made a delectable package but her attitude made him not want to spend any more time with her than was necessary. 
 
   “Last two people here and our lock and key fits.” She rattled on. “Seems fishy to me.”
 
   “Maybe.” He shrugged. “Maybe not.”
 
   “I wouldn’t put this past my sister.”
 
   “So what? Will it be so bad to eat dinner together and talk?” He was finding it hard not to be annoyed with her and walk out, but he couldn’t do that to Phil. “It’s not like we’re going to fall head over heels for each other in one night.”
 
   Sue made a horrible face and reached up to clutch the necklace she wore.
 
   The gris-gris chilled her fingers to a burning coldness and she jerked her hand away. Alex noticed her sudden movement and he pointed at the charm.
 
   “Interesting necklace. I don’t think I’ve seen one like that before.”
 
   “No. You wouldn’t. A friend of my boss gave it to me. It’s pretty unique. I doubt there is another one like it.” She sighed and sat down again. “So tell me about yourself, Alex. Have you always lived in K-town?”
 
   “Born and raised except for the last three years. I just got transferred back. What about you?”
 
   “Same here, except I’ve never been transferred because of my job. What do you do?”
 
   “I’m an environmental engineer.”
 
   “Sounds fascinating.” She motioned to the vacant chair on the opposite side of the table and he sat.
 
   “It can be. I’ve traveled extensively with my job so I’ve seen a lot of the world that I would otherwise not have had the opportunity to see. What do you do?”
 
   “Nothing as exciting. I’m an administrative assistant to an account executive.” 
 
   “What kind of accounts?” 
 
   She was about to answer his question when Phil entered the room and joined Kimberly in the center space. He held up a crystal glass and tapped it with a fork to get everyone’s attention.
 
   “Kimberly and I are thrilled you have joined us tonight. We hope you have enjoyed playing our little game and have met someone interesting to share your meal. That being said the food is ready and you can go through a buffet line in the kitchen to prepare your plates. Enjoy your meal.”
 
   Alex stood. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starved. I’ve been moving my things out of storage and back into my house all day today.”
 
   “My boss moved today too. How odd is that?” she told him as they got in line. “You said you have an older sister. Are you close?”
 
   “Yeah. Our parents are both gone so it’s just us. She’s married and expecting her first baby soon.”
 
   “My boss is expecting too.” She tilted her head and smiled. “So you’ll be an uncle. Are you are looking forward to that?”
 
   “I guess. I haven’t really thought much about it. It will definitely be a new experience for me. What about you? Do you and Kimberly have another sibling?”
 
   “No. It’s just us girls. Our parents live in Florida now. They’ll be coming up for the wedding.”
 
   He nodded. “About the wedding, I’ve never been in one before. Do you have any tips?”
 
   “I think all you have to do is rent a tux and show up, unless you’re the best man. Then you’re in charge of the bachelor party.”
 
   “Good thing I’m just a groomsman. I think I was a last minute addition since Phil wasn’t sure I’d be back in town. And after having to miss my sister’s wedding because of a business trip, I don’t blame him for not taking a chance on me.”
 
   Sue thought about that for a minute. Hadn’t Keely’s brother also missed her wedding? How weird. “So you travel a lot with your work?”
 
   “Yeah. But I’m hoping this transfer home will be the last of my wandering for a long time. What about you? Are you in the wedding.”
 
   “I’m not only sister of the bride, but the maid of honor so I get to throw a bridal shower and a personal shower/bachelorette party for her.”
 
   “Both?”
 
   “Yes. Per Kimberly’s orders.” She smiled, moving another step as the line got shorter. “I can’t wait for the payback when I get married.”
 
   He laughed, picked up two plates from the stack on the counter and gave her one. “I guess there’s no wiggling out of it then.”
 
   “None.”
 
   “Good luck with it then.”
 
   They filled their plates and headed back to the table. He set his down and held out her chair for her. “What would you like to drink? I saw iced tea on the counter and a cooler by the back door, and if I know Phil I’m sure it has bottles of beer in it.”
 
   “Tea is fine. Thanks.”
 
   “You got it.” He headed back to the kitchen where he found his friend filling glasses with ice.
 
   “Alex.” Phil hugged him. “It’s been too long. You have to turn down the next transfer. Look what happens when you go away. I get myself engaged.”
 
   Alex laughed. “I have a feeling it would have happened even if I had been in town.”
 
   “Yeah. I met her and knew that night she was special. I see you got paired with Sue.” Phil leaned closer to him and lowered his voice. “Out of all of Kimberly’s friends I think you lucked up. Didn’t you always have a thing for blondes?”
 
   Alex shrugged, not wanting to tell his friend what he really thought. “She seems nice, though she did hit my truck when parking. Rolled right into the tail end. She got distracted by a handsome guy walking toward the house.”
 
   Phil frowned and looked like he was studying on that for a minute, before he grinned. “You really think that?”
 
   “She said it was the number of cars in the drive, but she’d already passed it up. What else could it have been?” 
 
   Phil laughed and slapped him on the back. “Back in town for a day and you got a fish on the line already. Reel her in boy. Reel her in.” 
 
   Alex wasn’t really sure he wanted to, but he didn’t want to tell Phil that. “It may not be so easy. She thinks tonight’s game was rigged. It wasn’t, was it?”
 
   Phil held up his hands. “I had nothing to do with distributing the locks and keys. That was all Kimberly’s doing. But what if it was? It’s one night. You do with it what you want.”
 
   “I see your point.” Alex poured two teas and headed back to the table to join Sue. “Here you go.”
 
   “Thanks. These steaks are good.”
 
   “If there is one thing Phil knows how to do, it’s grill. He picked up tips from working at a local restaurant  while we were in college.” He sat down and cut into the New York strip and took a bite. “Hmm-mm. This is good. He hasn’t lost his touch.”
 
   “What’s Alaska like?” Sue asked.
 
   “Different from Tennessee, that’s for sure.” He cut another chunk of steak and told her a few highlights of his time up north. “Did you know some places have twenty-four hours of daylight in the summer? Or that from early spring until fall the mosquito population is widespread and the most persistent insect in the state because of all the swamps and lakes?” As he talked he noticed her smile never faded and her blue eyes shined. He had to admit she was cute with her pixie blonde hair and petite build. But it was clear she was only being polite because she had to. He figured if she had a choice, she’d never want to see him again. But with them both being members of the upcoming wedding party, both of them would have to grit their teeth and act as though they liked each other.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sue listened to Alex talk about his work in Alaska and then about his sister. She found him interesting, but he sure did like to talk about himself. As soon as dessert was over, she cleared their plates and hid out in the kitchen, cleaning up.
 
   “Here you are.” Her sister didn’t look pleased. “I thought you’d slipped out the front door, ditching Alex, but I saw your car was still parked outside.”
 
   “I thought I’d help clean up so you can spend more time with your guests.”
 
   “That’s sweet of you, but the dishes would have kept until everyone left.” Her sister leaned against the counter. “So tell me the truth; are you in here hiding from Alex?”
 
   Sue stopped loading the dishwasher and leveled her gaze on Kimberly. “He hasn’t stopped talking about himself or his job since we sat down to eat. When he started talking about his pregnant sister, I knew I had to get out of there for a while. All I asked was for him to tell me about Alaska, and somehow that led to his job and then him.”
 
   “And did you nod and smile, giving him the impression you were enjoying what you heard?”
 
   “That’s beside the point. No one should have that much to say about themselves, especially if they work with the environment.”
 
   Kimberly laughed. “He’s more than cute. Don’t you think?”
 
   “Yeah…I noticed. More than noticed.” Sue placed the last glass in the top rack of the dishwasher and shut the door. “You want to run these now or later?”
 
   “Later. But don’t change the subject.”
 
   “I’m not.” Sue wiped the counter and sinks with the dish cloth before she washed her hands and dried them. “Thank you for inviting me. It’s been fun, but I think I’ll call it a night.”
 
   Her sister pursed her lips into a frown. “No wonder you’re single. Sometimes when you’re interested you can’t wait for the guy to make the first move.” She held up her left hand and pointed to her ring finger. “Do you think I’d have this ring on my finger now if I had let Phil approach me?”
 
   “You never told me that.”
 
   “Well I did help the situation along. If you ask him he spotted me first, but that isn’t how it happened. So if you’re interested, and there isn’t anything wrong if you are, you have to make a move.” 
 
   “I didn’t say I’m interested.”
 
   “Why not? If I wasn’t getting married I’d be very interested.”
 
   “Kimberly!”
 
   “I’m just saying.”
 
   Sue smiled and hugged her sister. “Thanks for inviting me tonight. I’ve been embarrassed, mortified and mystified. How often can a girl claim that in one evening?”
 
   “You’re welcome. But seriously, what did you think of Alex?”
 
   “He’s sexy as all get out and I’d like to get to know him better, but…that doesn’t mean he wants the same.”
 
   “He might.”
 
   “And he might not. I’m not willing to take that chance tonight. I’ve been through enough for one evening. Goodnight.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Sue arrived at work just a little before eight Monday morning and found Keely already there, making coffee in the break area. “Hi. You’re in early.”
 
   “I’ve got a doctor’s appointment later so I wanted to get as much done as possible before I have to leave. You never know how long obstetrician appointments are going to take. Did you have a good weekend?”
 
   “It was okay.” Sue sat down at her desk and dug into her purse for the aspirin bottle. She could already feel a headache coming on which was par for the course every fall. Living in East Tennessee wasn’t good for her allergies. Unable to find what she was looking for, she dumped the contents of her bag out on the desk.
 
   “Are you okay, honey?” Keely asked, concern etched in her voice and on her face.
 
   “No. I have a headache and I’m upset with my sister.” She searched through the clutter, and found the little bottle of pills. Setting it aside, she began throwing the rest of the items back in her purse.
 
   “What’s this?” Keely reached for the string and held up the lock with the key still in it.
 
   “That is my sister’s idea of a matching game.”
 
   Keely rested her hip on the edge of the desk. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Have you heard of a lock and key game? Where you give the girls a lock and the guys a key and you let them find the matching set? It was supposed to be a neat little ice breaker for her friends to meet her fiancé’s friends.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah. I got stuck with this hunky environmental engineer guy who just moved back to town.”
 
   Keely’s brow arched. “You did? What’s his name?”
 
   “Alex. He’s really dreamy, but I hit his truck when I parked. He was nice about it and told me to forget it, but I’m afraid if I see him again all I’ll think about is how embarrassing our first meeting was.”
 
   “I see.” Keely smiled. 
 
   “It wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t been checking him out.”
 
   “Really.”
 
   “Yeah. He’s more than hunky. He’s really sexy. But then my sister had to go and announce how I haven’t had a date in months in front of him. I just wanted to crawl in a hole and die at that point, you know, but I had to eat dinner with him. It wasn’t bad at all, except he kinda monopolized the conversation, telling me all about his work and then his sister. You know she’s pregnant, just like you.”
 
   “You don’t say.”
 
   “Gr—r—r,” Sue groaned, reaching up and pulling the gris-gris from against her chest. “This thing is freezing me.”
 
   Keely stood and pointed at the charm. “When did you get that?” 
 
   “The other night. Out of the blue Lucinda showed up at my apartment.” Sue turned on her computer and reached for the aspirin bottle. Untwisting the cap, she shook out two capsules. “I thought I wanted to be given this thing, but then I met Alex. All I have worried about since is whether he is supposed to be the one or not.”
 
   Keely walked back into the break area. When she returned she offered Sue a bottle of water. “Just because he’s the first guy you met after receiving the charm doesn’t mean he’s the one. You can’t spend your time worrying about it. If he is the one, then you’ll know.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “You’ll keep running into him.”
 
   “Great. He’s Phil’s friend and in the wedding party. I’m the sister of the bride and in the wedding too. That means we’re bound to run into each other again…and again…and again. And if Kimberly has anything to do with it, she’ll make sure we are thrown together because she really thinks I should go after him. She even hinted that if she wasn’t engaged she’d go after him herself.”
 
   Keely chuckled and patted her on the back. “He’s really that good looking?”
 
   “Oh yeah. But you know I much prefer the guy making the first move. Call me old fashioned, but I think that is the way it should be. I just don’t think it’s going to happen though. Not after I hit his truck.” 
 
   “It sounds like that could have happened to anyone. Remember how I met Darren?”
 
   Sue nodded, popping the pills in her mouth and taking a swallow of the cold water. “I guess you’re right. We could have ended up in the duck pond.”
 
   Keely rubbed her stomach and chuckled. “And just because he got carried away talking about himself shouldn’t be a deal breaker either. Cut the boy some slack. Just imagine if you’d been living in Alaska for three years and finally had some beautiful person to talk to. Wouldn’t you get diarrhea of the mouth too?”
 
   What? She blinked, wondering why Keely had said that. Had she mentioned Alex had been in Alaska? She didn’t think she did, but she must have. Otherwise how would Keely have known?
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex clipped the leash on Duke’s collar and led him over to his truck. He opened the passenger side door and the dog jumped inside.  His sister’s car pulled into the drive, and he waved.
 
   “Glad I caught you,” Keely said, getting out of her vehicle. “Duke has a vet appointment on Friday afternoon that I forgot to mention. Will you be able to take him or should I?”
 
   “And you had to drive all the way over here to tell me about it?” he asked.
 
   “No. I wasn’t paying attention as I drove home and ended up over here. Force of habit I guess.”
 
   He laughed. “I can do Friday. I’m about to take Duke for his jog. You want to join us? You can walk.”
 
   “I’m not dressed for it. Besides, even if you offered me a pair of your sweats and a t-shirt, I don’t think they’d fit anymore. I gained another three pounds this month. The doctor said it’s normal to gain since I lost weight in the beginning, but I do have to watch it.”
 
   “So you’ve been to the doctor today?”
 
   She nodded and ducked back inside the car, grabbing a few photos from her purse. “Here are my latest ultrasound images. They’re 3-D so you can kinda tell what the baby will look like. Isn’t it adorable?”
 
   Alex looked at the black and white image and noted the contrast that looked like a face. “Is it a boy or a girl?”
 
   “Darren and I want to be surprised. So we asked the tech to keep the sex a secret. We’ll find out when the baby is born.”
 
   “Doesn’t that take some of the fun out of having modern technology?”
 
   She shrugged. “It’s our choice.”
 
   He handed her the images back, but noticed her staring at him. “Well, the kid is going to be cute. I can see it looks like you a little.”
 
   She grinned, looking at the photo. “I thought so too, but Darren pointed out the chubby cheeks and said it reminded him of his baby picture.”
 
   “Don’t believe him. The kid looks like you.”
 
   Keely took a deep breath and rubbed her tummy, staring intently at him again. “So, are you having a good time being back home?”
 
   “Yeah. I got settled in at work and started a new case study this afternoon. The drive out to Oak Ridge is a killer, but I’ll soon get used to it again.”
 
   “Anything new going on?”
 
   He reached inside the truck and turned on the ignition, putting the window down, and then turned it back off before he shut the door. “What are you fishing for?”
 
   Duke popped his head out and Keely petted him. “You got together with Phil and Brandon right? Was it like old times?”
 
    “I guess. I really didn’t spend much time with either. Brandon was hanging with a few of the bridesmaids and Phil was busy playing host. But for the most part the night wasn’t bad.”
 
   “You didn’t meet anyone?”
 
   “Keely, what are you wanting to know?”
 
   “I just thought maybe you met someone interesting.”
 
   He shrugged. “I got paired up with Phil’s fiancée’s sister, Sue, for dinner. She seemed nice.”
 
   “Just nice?”
 
   “Yeah. Kinda on the snippy side. She ditched me after dinner, but I didn’t mind by that point.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “What more do you want me to say? It’s not like you know the girl.”
 
   Keely shook her head and frowned. “Well at least you’re meeting some new people. I know it can be lonely being single. I don’t want you turning into another Mr. Brubaker. I don’t think the neighbors could take it.”
 
   He laughed so hard he bent over at the waist. “I don’t think you have to worry about that, Keels.”
 
   “Good. I better get going before Darren gets worried. Think about coming over for dinner one night soon.”
 
   “Okay. I will. See ya.”
 
   She got back in her car and started the engine, rolling down her window. “Bye Duke.”
 
   The dog barked, his ears perked up and he tried to leap out the window. “Whoa boy, hold on there.” Alex stepped toward the truck door to block his path and waved to Keely. However, Duke kept barking and trying to come out the window. 
 
   Alex turned and caught the glimpse of something white moving across the backyard. He waited a few minutes, watching to see if he saw whatever had caught the dog’s eye, but he didn’t. Turning back to Duke he ordered, “Stay,” and ran around to the driver’s side to get in.
 
   He put up the passenger side window and cranked the air conditioning. The cab cooled before they went half a mile. Duke sat at attention the whole way to the Fountain City Duck Pond, barking a few times at nothing in particular. Alex had never seen the dog act like this before, and he wondered if maybe the white blur he’d spotted wasn’t another animal in the area.  He reached over and patted Duke on the head as he parked his truck.
 
   Duke barked again.
 
   “It’s okay, boy.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Sue carried three bags of groceries into her apartment, sitting them on the kitchen counter. A light flashed from her answering machine and she hit the play button.
 
   “Hey, sis. Kimberly here. The dress shop called and your dresses have arrived. They want to schedule a time for my bridesmaids to come in for a final fitting. Would one evening after work be better for you or would a Saturday? Give me a call so I can get this taken care of. Thanks.”
 
   She sighed and hung her keys up on the peg by the refrigerator. She looked at the calendar and saw nothing written on it for the month. “What a surprise. I’m available any freaking time she wants. How much more humdrum can I get?”
 
   Emptying the bags, she put away the groceries before she called her sister back. “I can do any time. Whatever works for the others is fine.”
 
   “Gee, you sound so thrilled.”
 
   “Sorry. I’ve had a headache all day.” She curled up in her comfy armchair in the living room, hugging the throw pillow to her chest as the last rays of sunlight drifted through the window.
 
   “Sue, you’ve been like this ever since I told you I got engaged. Amenable to whatever I need, but the underlying tone of your voice holds a note of irritation. Are you sure you aren’t upset that I’m getting married before you? I know you said it didn’t matter, but maybe deep down it does.”
 
   She closed her eyes and winced, hugging the pillow tighter. “Kimberly, I couldn’t be happier for you. Really. I think Phil is a great guy and you’re going to be very happy together. I just wish I had someone in my life already. If you hear anything in my voice it’s frustration that I’m single. Suddenly my single status is like a big neon sign flashing loudly in my head which isn’t helping my headache today.”
 
   “Okay. Then let’s go out Friday night. Just you and me. It’ll be like old times, before I met Phil.”
 
   “You’re on.”
 
   “Now go take something for that headache,” Kimberly said. “I’ll let you know about the fitting.”
 
   “I will. Bye.” Sue got up and went into the kitchen. She opened her purse, searching for the aspirin bottle. Instead she found the lock and key from the party and grimaced. She tossed the combo into the trash and the gris-gris chilled her.
 
   Without thinking, she retrieved the item and the coldness from the gris-gris subsided. Testing the waters, she held her hand over the trash and began to loosen her grip on the lock. The gris-gris turned cold, but when she brought her hand back away from the garbage can it warmed again.
 
   “Unreal.” She laid the lock and key back on the counter. She’d have to talk to Keely about the powers of the necklace sometime. Popping the top off the pill bottle, she took two capsules and washed them down with water before she went to lie down on the couch.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “Come on Alex, you know you want to come with us,” Phil cajoled over lunch Friday at a local fast food joint. “Since Kimberly and I got engaged it isn’t often that she tells me I can have a boy’s night out with her blessing. Not that she keeps me on a tight leash, but because we’re doing the wedding ourselves and there’s so much to do that we’re normally busy every minute of every weekend.”
 
   Alex listened to his buddy and relished being single. “I kinda promised my sister I’d have dinner with them one night this week and I haven’t made it over there yet.”
 
   “One night doesn’t mean tonight. It can mean tomorrow night. What do you say?” Phil crumbled his burger wrapper and put it inside the paper bag along with his other trash. “Can I tell Brandon it’ll be the three amigos tonight?”
 
   Alex grinned and nodded. “Yeah. I’m in.”
 
   “All right!” Phil stood and slurped the last of his fountain drink before they walked to the trash receptacles. “Pick me up at seven. I’m taking my car into the shop to be worked on over the weekend.”
 
   “What about Brandon?”
 
   “He’ll meet us there. He’s got a thing after work not far from where we’re going.”
 
   “Where exactly are we going?” Alex asked, getting a funny feeling in the pit of his stomach that his friend wasn’t being totally straight with him. 
 
   “It’s a surprise. Trust me. You’ll love it.”
 
   “I don’t know about that.”
 
   Phil laughed and waved, opening the glass door. “See you at seven.”
 
   Alex dumped his trash and pulled out his cellphone. He dialed Keely’s number, but it went to voicemail.  Hanging up without leaving a message, he went to his truck and turned on his GPS device. He punched in Wright & Associates and did a lookup for the address and directions. Perhaps it was time he saw where his sister works before he took Duke to his vet appointment.
 
   He found the office building easily enough and public parking wasn’t too far away. Downtown sure had changed in the three years he’d been gone. The new movie theater and Mast General Store garnered more foot traffic than he recalled. He liked the fact that the company his sister now worked for was located in a refurbished older building as opposed to the pretentious glass building where Jackson and Jackson had been.
 
   Pushing the glass turnstile door, he went into the lobby and took the elevator up to the sixth floor. He stepped off leaving the old behind. The space was totally modern in look and feel and a receptionist sat behind a desk waiting to greet him.
 
   “May I help you?” she asked.
 
   “I’m here to see Keely Jones.”
 
   “Certainly. One moment while I buzz her.” The woman punched a few buttons on a lighted panel and spoke into the ear wig that she wore. “She’ll be right out if you want to have a seat.”
 
   “Thanks.” He walked over to the cushioned waiting area and sat down, picking up a magazine. But before he opened it, his sister appeared and he laid it back on the table.
 
   “Alex?” Keely said, planting her hands on her hips. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I had time to kill after I had lunch with Phil before I take Duke to his appointment. I thought since I was close to downtown I’d swing by and see where you work now. I hope I didn’t come at a bad time.”
 
   “No. I’m just eating lunch in my office. Come on back with me and I’ll show you around. My assistant is out to lunch, but maybe she’ll get back before you leave. I’d really like you to meet her. You probably don’t remember me talking about her, but she came with me when I left Jackson and Jackson.”
 
   He nodded. “Darren works here too?”
 
   “Yes. It’s his sister’s company. He’s out meeting with a client and Jama’s at the doctor. Did I mention she’s also expecting?”
 
   “No. You didn’t.”
 
   “She’s due any day now, with twins.”
 
   “Twins. Wow.”
 
   “Yeah. Darren and I are just lucky we didn’t end up with twins since they run on his side of the family. Of course my mother-in-law is over the moon to not be having two grandbabies but three so close together.”
 
   “Jama’s married to Duke’s vet, right?”
 
   Keely nodded and opened her office door. “Yes. Kyle Landers.”
 
   He stepped inside and smiled. “I see you got your corner office.”
 
   “I did. And the window view is great. I see Gay Street and the wonderful Tennessee Theater sign out one set of windows and Krutch Park in the distance from the other.”
 
   “Nice. I don’t have a window because the floor where my office is located is underground.”
 
   “I couldn’t work like that, Alex.” She shivered and rubbed her tummy. “Have you eaten?”
 
   “Yeah. I had lunch with Phil, remember?”
 
   “That’s right. Sorry. Being pregnant makes you scattered sometimes, and I seem to stay hungry all the time.” She walked over to the round table where she’d been eating her lunch and sat down. She picked up a carrot stick, dunked it in ranch dressing, and took a bite. “Darren’s office is down the hall and Jama’s is on the opposite side if we’d gone down the hallway in the other direction from the reception area. There’s a conference room between their two offices. Marketing and production is on the fifth floor as well as a few other executive offices.”
 
   He pulled out a chair at the table and sat down too. “I’d hoped to have dinner with you and Darren tonight, but Phil is begging me to go out with him and Brandon. Maybe tomorrow?”
 
   “Sure. No problem. If you can’t make it this week, there is always next. Having dinner with Darren and me is an open invite. I don’t want you to feel pressured. You have your own life to live.”
 
   “I appreciate it. A home cooked meal sounds great anytime. Far better than take out or frozen entrees.”
 
   She giggled. “You sound like Jama. She couldn’t cook before she married Kyle. I know it’s different. You do know how to fend for yourself, but why bother cooking for one, right?”
 
   “Yeah. You got that right.”
 
   “Not that I’m pushing you to get married,” she said, opening her yogurt. “I know how it felt when Lucinda started talking to me about it. She gave me a necklace that holds magical powers and told me how it would draw my soul mate to me. It was supposed to help me find the one I was to be with. Kinda like her giving you that bottle of potion to carry. You do carry it with you?”
 
   He nodded and grinned. “Afraid not to after the call I got Sunday afternoon. She said now that I was in town it was imperative that I kept the bottle with me at all times. And that I didn’t want to tempt fate. I have a feeling it’s more like tempting Lucinda to come after you with her bag of voodoo.”
 
   Keely laughed, scraping the last of the yogurt from the container and then licking the spoon. “I know you don’t put any stock in her voodoo, but I haven’t been disappointed. I’m quite happy with Darren.”
 
   “To each his own.” He shifted in the chair. “So you’re really okay with me not coming tonight?”
 
   “Yes. Go have fun.” She reached for her bottle of water, unscrewed the cap and drank half of it, then she looked at her watch. “I don’t want to run you off, but I have a meeting in forty-five minutes. I need to review my presentation one last time.”
 
   “Is that my cue to go?”
 
   “Afraid so. I’m glad you dropped by to see where I work.”
 
   “So am I.” He stood and collected her garbage, taking it to the trash for her.
 
   “Thanks.” She got to her feet and hugged him before they walked to her door. “So where are you going with Phil tonight?”
 
   Alex shrugged. “He wouldn’t tell me, but he assured me I’d like it.”
 
   “You don’t sound convinced.”
 
   “I’ve got a funny feeling about it, but that’s probably me being suspicious.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “His motives. I keep thinking about that lock and key game. What if Phil and Kimberly are trying to set me up with her sister? You said yourself that couples like to match up their friends. The more I think about it the more I find our getting paired up a little too convenient.”
 
   “Oh that…,” she chuckled and shook her head. “I wouldn’t worry about it. In the end who you date is up to you, not what anyone else says.”
 
   He pulled the bottle Lucinda gave him from his pocket. “Did you forget about this?”
 
   Keely laughed this time, opening her office door. “Don’t be so paranoid, little brother.”
 
   “I can’t help it.” He stuck the bottle back in his pocket and stepped out of her office, bumping into the blonde he’d met the other night. “Sue?”
 
   “Alex?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Sue blinked, clutching the presentation folders to her chest. “W-what are you doing here?”
 
   “What are you doing here?” He frowned and looked at Keely, narrowing his eyes for a brief moment before turning back to her.
 
   “I work here.”
 
   “I came to see my sister,” he explained. “I didn’t know you worked at Wright & Associates too.”
 
   “Y-your…s-sister?” She swallowed, glancing from him to Keely and back. Her stomach tightened into knots as she remembered the things she’d said to her about him, even going so far as to call him sexy. Silently she groaned and forced herself to ask for clarification, “Keely’s your sister?”
 
   “Yeah.” He grinned. “What a small world.”
 
   “You can say that.” She looked at her smiling boss who didn’t say a word, but reached for the folders.
 
   He noticed the interaction. “Are you her assistant?”
 
   “Yes.” Sue crossed her arms over her chest, suddenly feeling self-conscious. 
 
   He nodded and turned to his sister. “Did you know?”
 
   “I figured it out from things you both said that you’d met,” Keely replied and took a tiny step back into her office. “Sue, show Alex how to get back to the elevator for me. I need to get ready for my meeting.” Without another word, she closed her office door.
 
   Alex ran a hand through his sun-streaked brown hair. “She never said a word.”
 
   Sue swallowed. “It isn’t that big a deal. So I work for your sister. You’re Phil’s friend. I’m Kimberly’s sister. We’re both in the wedding. And we’re bound to see each other a lot over the next several weeks.” She gave him a quick, tightlipped smile. “Do you really need me to show you back to the elevator or can you find your way?”
 
   He studied her for a moment and she noticed his steely blue eyes for the first time. She swallowed again. Why hadn’t she noticed the streaks of sun in his hair or the color of his eyes the other night? They were definitely having a strange effect on her right now.
 
   “I can find it.” He pivoted half a turn. “I guess I’ll see you later.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure of it.”
 
   She walked back to her desk, but waited until he’d gone around the corner and she heard the ding of the elevator before she sat down. Covering her face with her hands, she closed her eyes tight and shook her head. Why did he have to be Keely’s brother?
 
   Keely. She groaned and hurried to the closed office door. Raising her hand, she hesitated a moment and took a deep breath before she knocked.
 
   “Come in.”
 
   Sue opened the door, stepped inside and closed it behind her. “I owe you an apology.”
 
   “For what?” Keely looked up from the papers on her desk.
 
   “What I said Monday morning about Alex. I didn’t know he was your brother or I wouldn’t have said those things to you.”
 
   “There is no need for you to apologize. It’s a free country. Last time I checked the First Amendment is still valid. You can speak freely even if it was hard for me to imagine my brother in that way. I’ve studied him since and I find him handsome, but I can’t quite make myself see him as sexy.” Keely stood and slipped her suit jacket on. “And just because you work for me, doesn’t mean you can’t like my brother. I have no objection to you dating him either.”
 
   Sue grinned. “I still feel awkward.”
 
   “It’s really okay. But if it will make you feel better, I’ll let you make it up to me by babysitting and changing a few messy diapers once the baby comes.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “Don’t mention it. I’ve got to get to my meeting. Is there anything else?”
 
   “Yes. Don’t say anything to Alex about what I’ve said or that I might like to date him.”
 
   “Okay.” Keely laid a hand on her arm and smiled. “Don’t worry. I won’t utter a word.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Now do one little favor for me. When Darren gets back to the office ask him to make dinner reservations for us somewhere nice. I think I want to go out tonight.”
 
   “You got it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex opened his truck door and Duke jumped out. He led him over to the fenced in back yard and put him inside, taking off his leash. The appointment at the vet took longer than he planned since Kyle was late getting there because of Jama’s doctor appointment. But the wait was worth it to hear that Duke was no longer in danger of bloat, that the daily exercise routine Keely had kept him on while he’d been away had helped the dog reach a maintainable healthy weight.
 
   He filled the dog’s water bowl with fresh water before he scooped kibble into the food bowl. “I think skipping your jog this afternoon will not kill you. What do you say?”
 
   Duke yawned and lay down beside both bowls. He sniffed at them then looked up at Alex with woeful eyes.
 
   “What?” he asked. “Don’t you like your food?”
 
   Duke yawned again and laid his head on his front paws, closing his eyes.
 
   “Fine. Be that way. Don’t eat it, but you’ll find it tastes good when you’re hungry enough.” 
 
   Once inside the house, he took a quick shower and changed into khakis and a polo shirt before heading over to pick up Phil. As he hurried to his truck, he again noticed a flash of white fleeting across the back yard. However, Duke did not appear to be disturbed. He lay snoozing beside his now empty food bowl.
 
   “See, I knew you’d eat it.”
 
   Duke’s tail thumped against the ground and Alex grinned. “See ya later, boy.”
 
   He opened up the truck door and climbed inside before heading across town to pick up his friend, still unsure where they were going tonight. He just hoped it wasn’t someplace where he’d feel out of place. He wasn’t into the flashy nightclub scene, and Phil knew that. Yet he didn’t mind kicking back and listening to some good music, having a decent meal and conversation with his buddies either. Phil was the same way so he had to trust wherever they were going it would fit into his expectations.
 
   Pulling to a stop outside of Phil’s place, he blew his horn and waited for him to come out. A minute later Phil appeared dressed in khakis and a button down plaid shirt. Alex relaxed a little  and waited until his buddy got into the truck and shut the door before he asked, “So where are we going?” 
 
   “Downtown.”
 
   “Can you be a little more specific?”
 
   “Head toward the Old City.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So this great spot is down there?”
 
   “Don’t be so skeptical. It isn’t what you remember it being. It’s the place to be these days.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “I do. It’s where I met Kimberly. You’ll like it.”
 
   “You met Kimberly there? Well…I guess that means it must be an okay place because she doesn’t seem like the type to hang out just anywhere.”
 
   Phil punched him in the arm. “It’s a gastropub and it draws the university crowd as well as the downtown business scene.”
 
   “Is it new?”
 
   “Not really. I believe it opened up right after you left town. You’ve probably seen the sign from the interstate. It took Regas’s old billboard sign spot.”
 
   “Oh you mean that goose sign.”
 
   “Yeah. It’s called the Crown and Goose. They have their own parking lot across the street so we won’t have to search for parking.”
 
   “That’s good.
 
   “It’s got a British feel to it.”
 
   “I figured that when you said gastropub. You forget I’ve traveled extensively with my job while you’ve stayed put, meeting the woman of your dreams.”
 
   Phil punched him in the arm again. “Don’t hold that over me. You can still meet ‘the one’. Just give it time. If you haven’t already.”
 
   “Speaking of that, you will never believe who works for my sister.”
 
   His friend shrugged and furrowed his brow. “I don’t see the connection, but who works for Keely?”
 
   “Sue.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “As the day is long.”
 
   “Well…they.”
 
   Alex grinned at Phil’s saying. He’d been uttering that phrase as long as Alex could remember when he had nothing else better to say about something.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sue checked her lipstick and waited for her sister to return to the table. She’d heard of the Crown and Goose before but had never been here. The menu offered an assortment of items she’d never thought of trying together and the drink selection was as varied. When Kimberly said they’d go out like old times, she’d imagined them going to Sapphires or another nightclub, not to a gastropub.
 
   “Sorry.” Kimberly slid into the booth. “I’ve been drinking a lot of water lately. I need to drop two more pounds so my wedding pictures will reflect my true size. You know how the camera angle can make a person look like they weigh more than they do. I don’t want to be recorded for the rest of my life looking chunky.”
 
   “Like that is even possible,” Sue muttered without thinking. Her sister was the perfect size and weight, always had been, but she worried over it afraid she’d gain an ounce.
 
   “There’s that tone again.” Kimberly frowned. “I swear you aren’t happy I’m getting married.”
 
   Putting down the menu, Sue reached for her sister’s hand. “Stop being so touchy. You’re reading too much into my words. HHHHHHow many times do I have to tell you I am happy for you and Phil before you believe me?”
 
   “Then at least smile when you lie to me?”
 
   Sue rolled her eyes and picked up the menu again. “So why did you choose this place?”
 
   “It’s where I met Phil. I thought it might bring you some luck.”
 
   Without thinking, Sue reached up and touched the gris-gris. A little more luck couldn’t hurt. “Okay. So since you’ve been here before, what do you recommend on the menu?” 
 
   Kimberly winked. “Leave that to me.”
 
   The waitress came by a few moments later and she gave their order. “We’ll start with two Tennessee Raspberry Mojitos and an order of Mozzarella Croquettes.”
 
   When the waitress left, Kimberly turned back to Sue. “So how was work?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Just fine?”
 
   Sue shrugged. “Yeah. Everything is going good. Wright and Associates is strong again, not as unstable as when Keely and I joined the firm.”
 
   “That’s great. How is Keely? Didn’t you tell me she’s expecting?”
 
   “Yeah. She’s getting bigger as the days go by. Our boss Jama is due soon so we’re anxiously awaiting the birth of her twins.”
 
   “Gosh. Babies seem to be popping up all around me. I can’t wait to have one of my own.”
 
   “Really?” Sue tilted her head and stared at her sister for a minute before speaking again. “You never wanted kids before.”
 
   “I know.” Kimberly grinned like a Cheshire cat. “Phil kinda freaks when I bring it up so I know we won’t be starting a family anytime soon, but just thinking about holding one of our own makes me feel all warm inside. Who would have thought me, the one who wouldn’t even play with a baby doll as a kid, would be itching to have a baby of her own.”
 
   Sue slowly nodded feeling as if her little sister had been abducted by an alien and replaced with someone she didn’t know. First she gets engaged and now this? If things didn’t pick up in the romance department Sue was really going to start feeling like an old maid.
 
   Luckily before she could get too depressed by Kimberly’s revelation the waitress returned with their drinks and appetizer.
 
   Still smiling, Kimberly picked up her glass in a toast. “Here’s to getting what we both want.”
 
   Sue raised her own glass and touched the rim to Kimberly’s then took a sip. But before she could fully swallow, she caught a glimpse of the last person she expected to see tonight. And he wasn’t alone. Phil was with him. Choking on the drink, she set the glass down and reached for a napkin, covering her mouth as she coughed.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   She nodded and pointed toward the door as her coughing slowly subsided. 
 
   Kimberly swiveled in her seat. “I don’t believe it.”
 
   “You didn’t tell him we were coming here?” Sue heard the accusation in her tone and winced.
 
   “No.” Kimberly turned back around, frowning. “I told Phil we were going out and he should go out with his friends instead of staying home. Does it really matter that they picked here?”
 
   “Yes. It matters. I can’t seem to get away from that guy. He keeps showing up everywhere I go.”
 
   “I don’t understand. I think this is kinda perfect. You need another opportunity of a chance meeting for him to ask you out.”
 
   “I found out today that he’s Keely’s brother. Did you know that?”
 
   “No. I didn’t. How would I? Is that really a problem?”
 
   Sue nodded. “It could be. Though Keely did say she didn’t have a problem with me dating him.”
 
    “Just because they’re here doesn’t mean they’ll see us. We can have our fun and slip out without them noticing.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s going to happen. Another guy has joined them and he spotted us.”
 
   “Really?” Kimbely turned around again and waved. “Oh, that’s Brandon. Did you meet him the other night?”
 
   “No. I didn’t. Is he in the wedding too?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s the best man.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Finally you get here,” Brandon said, coming up to Alex and Phil as they waited at the hostess stand to be seated. “What took you so long? I came straight from work and figured I’d be the one late.”
 
   “I took a short cut.” Alex frowned, crossing his arms over his chest.
 
   “You mean you took what you thought was a short cut. A lot has changed while you were gone,” Phil retorted.
 
   “It looks like we aren’t the only ones here tonight. I just spotted Kimberly and her cute sister at a booth,” Brandon said.
 
   “You’re kidding?” Phil stepped around him to get a better look into the dining area. “Well they…. I had no idea they were coming here. Maybe we should go somewhere else.”
 
   “Why should we do that?” Brandon asked. “You two aren’t fighting are you? Did you call the wedding off?”
 
   “No,” Phil barked.
 
   Alex smiled. “Then should we go say hi?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   Phil’s quick response surprised him. He’d figured his friend would have wanted to at least say hello to his fiancée.  
 
   “Okay then. Should we sit at the bar or grab a table?” he asked as the hostess arrived.
 
   “Booth.” Brandon and Phil chimed in unison.
 
   The hostess picked up menus and wrapped utensils from the stand and flashed them a bright smile. “Right this way, gentlemen.”
 
   Alex waved at Sue as they walked past their booth. She half-smiled at him and quickly looked away as a flush crept in her cheeks. 
 
   “Phil,” Kimberly said, causing his friend to stop.
 
   “Go on, I’ll catch up.”
 
   “Sure.” Brandon grinned and punched Alex in the arm. “I bet he’ll ask them to join us.”
 
   “I don’t know. He was pretty adamant about our guys’ night out.”
 
    “Don’t let that fool you. He has been so wrapped up in her since they started dating I was shocked he even wanted to go out tonight.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   Brandon nodded.
 
   That sure didn’t sound like the Phil he had known before he left town because that guy was always going out on the weekends to have a good time.e’sh

 
   

 
 
   The hostess showed them to a round corner booth large enough to seat six. She laid down the menus, smiled, and left. 
 
   “Apparently the hostess thinks so too. Why else would she seat us at a table larger than what we need?” Brandon sat and slid to the center of the round.
 
   Alex sat down and scooted in, shaking his head. When he looked up he saw Phil and Kimberly holding hands and walking toward their table together. Sue followed close behind them.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind us joining you.” Kimberly slid in beside Brandon and Phil joined her.
 
   “Not a problem. Is it Alex?” Brandon shot him an amused look and he could silently hear the ‘I told you so’ in his voice.
 
   “No problem at all.” He scooted closer to his friend to make room for Sue to slide in beside him.
 
   She set her drink and the half-eaten appetizer on the table before sitting down. “Sorry to spoil your guys’ night out.”
 
   “You haven’t. The more the merrier. Isn’t that right, Alex?” Brandon said.
 
   Alex shot his friend a look and kicked his foot underneath the table before he turned to Sue. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
   “Same here.” She smiled and reached for her drink. 
 
   “That looks good. What is it?” he asked.
 
   “A raspberry mojito.”
 
   “Too girly for me,” Brandon said, reaching for one of the croquettes.
 
   Sue watched him snatch one and her eyes enlarged.
 
   Alex had a feeling that was strike one against his friend in her eye. “You’ll have to excuse him. He grew up without learning any manners.”  
 
   “Obviously.”
 
   “What?” Brandon asked, looking between them.
 
   Kimberly giggled, snuggling closer to Phil. “Pay Sue no mind, Brandon. Help yourself. You too, Alex. We can order more if necessary.”
 
   “I’m good for now.” He turned his attention back to Sue. “I hope my sister didn’t work you too hard this afternoon.”
 
   “She didn’t. It was pretty quiet once she left for her meeting.”
 
   “Right. I forgot she said she had one.”
 
   Sue tapped her painted nails on the drink glass. “How was the rest of your day?”
 
   “I took my dog to the vet.”
 
   “Oh? Is Duke ill?”
 
   “No. Just a routine check-up, but we had to wait a long time because his vet was late returning to the office.”
 
   “I bet Kyle went to Jama’s doctor’s appointment with her.”
 
   “Yeah. Something about her doctor having to make an unexpected delivery right before their appointment. I guess babies have no concept of those things.” He grinned, hoping she found his humor amusing.
 
   But she didn’t. Instead she nodded politely and looked across the table at her sister before she checked the time on her watch. He had a feeling she was itching for an excuse to bolt. Neither Phil nor Kimberly would appreciate that so he tried to find a way to make her stay.
 
   “I hear there’s a dance club next door. Do you like to dance?”
 
   “Sometimes. It depends on the kind of music that’s playing.”
 
   “What’s your preference?”
 
   “Current pop, a little hip hop. But sometimes I’m into more standard sounds like Michael Bublé.”
 
   His brow arched. “So a waltz or slow dance?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “What’s the mood tonight?”
 
   “The slow dance.”
 
   “Maybe a moon dance?”
 
   She grinned, running her finger around the rim of her glass. “What are you suggesting, Mr. Jones?”
 
   “That I know Bublé like you know Bublé.”
 
   She giggled. “Not many guys would.”
 
   “True. But music became a passion of mine while I was in Alaska.”
 
   “I don’t think the underground is the place to find his music. Maybe we’ll have to go somewhere a little more private for that.”
 
   “Maybe.” She was much more pleasant tonight and he was enjoying their conversation so much he wondered if he’d made too quick of a judgment about her. He had a feeling he’d regret asking, but he did it anyway. “I don’t suppose you’d want to go find a place to listen to some Bublé?”
 
   She angled a look at him that read loud and clear ‘you got to be kidding me’. But a moment later she surprised him when she reached for her purse and shrugged. “Why not.”
 
   He smiled. “All right then. Let’s go.”
 
   Sue got out of the booth and he followed.
 
   “Where are you going?” Kimberly asked, looking alarmed.
 
   “We’re going to go dance,” Sue explained. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   “That sounds like fun.” Kimberly looked at Phil who shook his head. “But I guess we’ll stay here.”
 
   “Count me out,” Brandon said, snagging the last of the appetizer.
 
   “Are you good to get home?” Alex looked at Phil.
 
   Phil grinned and turned to Kimberly. “Will you drive me home tonight?”
 
   She nodded and kissed him on the cheek.
 
   “Then we’ll see you folks later.”
 
   

 
   

  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Alex led Sue to his truck and opened the door for her before running around to his side. He got in and started the engine, adjusting the AC to make it more comfortable for her. “Are you hungry?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Do you want to grab a pepperoni pizza? Go back to my place and check out my CD collection?”
 
   She grinned. “That sounds good.”
 
   “All right then. Have you ever met Duke?”
 
   She shook her head. “Not in person. Pictures yes, but I’ve only heard about him.”
 
   “Then I think it is high time that you meet the legend.”
 
   She laughed. “Legend? I wouldn’t exactly call him one.”
 
   “You wouldn’t? But he has a reputation, you know. Keely has told me tales of his antics while I was away. Surely you’ve heard them as well?”
 
   “I have. I guess the funniest is where Duke dragged Keely through the bushes at the Fountain City Lake to get to Darren.”
 
   “Ouch. She didn’t tell me about that one.”
 
   “Could you blame her? If it had been me, I wouldn’t have shared that story with anyone because it would have been too embarrassing to admit that I let an overweight dog get the best of me. She had a few scrapes and bruises after that incident, but she faithfully took him back for his jogs.”
 
   Alex glanced at her. “She did take good care of him, and it sounds like I owe her a lot more than I realized.”
 
   “Yes, you do. But it wasn’t only Keely who looked after him. Jama shared in his care while Keely and Darren were on their honeymoon. Luckily Duke’s antics for her were only moaning at the moon and waking up the neighborhood. It kept Kyle coming over and that’s how they fell in love.”
 
   Alex chuckled. “Are you suggesting that my dog is a matchmaker?”
 
   She shrugged. “It did seem that way at times.”
 
   “Then should I be worried now that I’m home?”
 
   “Only if you want to be.”
 
   He stopped at a red light and pulled out his cell. He punched in the number to a local pizza place and ordered for delivery. “It’s going to be about half an hour. So we’ll hang out with Duke for a while.”
 
   “Sure. Friday night high school football games keep them busy I guess.”
 
   “Yeah. I hadn’t thought about that.”
 
   “So how big is your Bublé collection?”
 
   Alex grinned. “I think I have every single release. There was this music store near where I worked in Alaska. I spent a great deal of time there in the evenings and on the weekends. The owner loved music and kept it stocked with some of the all-time legends. He had private listening booths so you could preview the music. That’s when I discovered I liked his music.”
 
   “That sounds amazing. You don’t find music stores with listening booths anymore.”
 
   “It was. And it kept me from being lonely not knowing many people in the area when I first moved there.”
 
   She reached over and laid her hand on his. The gesture surprised him, but he found it nice.
 
   “What about you?” He quickly glanced over at her. “Do you have many of his CDs?”
 
   “A few, but I have an eclectic taste in music so I’m all over the spectrum.”
 
   He turned off the main road to Cedar Lane, and they drove in silence for a few moments until he slowed to pull into the drive. Duke ran to the fence, jumped up standing on his back legs and began to bark.
 
   “I didn’t know you had two dogs.”
 
   “I don’t.” He turned off the engine.
 
   “But what about the white one that was lying under the tree with Duke when we pulled up?”
 
   “A white dog?” He opened the door, got out and hurried to her side of the truck to open the door for her, but she didn’t wait.
 
   “Yeah. Didn’t you see it?” 
 
   “No. I didn’t, but I’ve seen flashes of white running across the yard before. I wasn’t really sure what I was seeing.”
 
   “Could it be a neighbor’s dog?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Well I think Duke might have a friend.” She smiled and went over to the fence. “Hey, boy. It’s nice to finally meet you.”
 
   The dog stopped barking and sniffed her hand before he licked it.
 
   “I think he likes you.”
 
   “I think you’re right.” She looked around. “So is this where you and Keely grew up?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah. This is it. Not much, but it was home.”
 
   “And still is.”
 
   “Right. I still live here.” He chuckled. “What does that say about me?”
 
   “That you are bonded to your family roots. My parents sold their house when they moved to Florida. There wasn’t the option for Kimberly or me to live there.”
 
   “Would you have wanted to?”
 
   Sue shook her head. “No. I don’t believe so. I wasn’t ready for all that responsibility. A little apartment near the university was perfectly fine for me at the time.”
 
   “What about your sister?”
 
   “She went out of state to college only because they had the best program for what she was studying, but is she doing anything with that degree?”
 
   “I take it she isn’t?”
 
   “You got that right. My parents still get sore when they think about it so we don’t bring it up. But I’ve found it isn’t really what you study in college, but that you have a diploma that employers care about.”
 
   “I doubt you went to college to be an administrative assistant.”
 
   “No, I studied Advertising. But I’m not just a secretary. I truly am an assistant. It is like being an assistant editor at a publishing house. I may not bring in the clients or acquire the authors, but I do the important behind-the-scenes work to see that the clients are happy.”
 
   “Didn’t you want to be an account executive?”
 
   “Sure, but you have to start somewhere. And once I started working for your sister, I found that I could be very content doing what I do. That doesn’t mean I might not want to make a change later on, but right now I’m satisfied.”
 
   He nodded. “That’s cool.”
 
   “And less stressful. Your sister put up with some doozies for clients when we were at Jackson and Jackson. Don’t get me started on those or we’d be here all night.”
 
   He laughed. “Come on inside and we’ll get something to drink. The pizza should be here soon.”
 
   “All right.” She rubbed the dog on his head one more time before walking away. “Bye Duke.”
 
   He jumped down and followed them along the fence toward the house, stopping at the gate. He howled a woeful sound.
 
   “Will he be okay?” she asked.
 
   “Sure. I think he’s just sad that you’ve stopped petting him. He eats up female attention.” 
 
   She giggled. “Don’t all males.”
 
   “Depends on the female.” He held open the door to the screened in porch for her. “Go on inside. The light switch is to the left of the door. I’m going to check on his water before coming in.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Alex hurried through the gate, turned on the water and drug the garden hose over to Duke’s bowl.  “Now you behave yourself. I don’t want any howling at the moon tonight. We’re going to listen to music and we don’t need you serenading us. Is that clear?”
 
   The dog trotted over to him, flopped down and rolled over until he was lying on his side and looked up at him.
 
   Alex reached out and scratched Duke under his chin. “Don’t look so sad. She’s pretty, don’t you think? If we play our cards right she’ll want to come back.” Alex released the lever on the hose nozzle and hurried over to turn off the faucet.  
 
   When he entered the house, he found Sue studying the tiny figurines along the windowsill at the kitchen sink.
 
   “Those belonged to my mom.”
 
   Sue looked at him. “I didn’t think they were yours. Interesting assortment. Is this one of those ring holders for when you wash the dishes?”
 
   She held up the little colored crystal trinket with spring flowers. 
 
   “Yeah, I got that for her one Mother’s Day when I was a kid. Saved up my pennies and dimes to get it.” e cHe went to the sink and washed his hands. “What would you like to drink? I have sodas, water, tea?”
 
   “A soda will be fine.”
 
   “How much ice do you prefer?”
 
   “What?”
 
    “Some people like a lot, others like a little. Or would you rather have no ice?”
 
   “I like ice. An average amount will be fine or whatever you put in yours.”
 
   “Okay.” He got two glasses out of the cabinet and went over to the refrigerator to fill them. “Crushed or cubed?”
 
   She laughed and shook her head. “You weren’t so concerned at the dinner last week.”
 
   “I didn’t fill the glasses with ice. Phil did.”
 
   “Oh. I see.” She walked over to the table and sat down. “Who decorated your kitchen?”
 
   He grimaced. “Keely.”
 
   “I thought it looked like her.”
 
   “Yeah. She did it while I was away. It’s okay I guess. Not really my taste.”
 
   “Then change it.”
 
   He shrugged, bringing the glasses and a two-liter drink over to the table. “I might.”
 
   “It’s only paint. I don’t think she’ll mind if that is what you are worried about.”
 
   “I’m not worried, but I don’t want to upset her either. She is pregnant. Don’t pregnant women get emotional easy?”
 
   “I wouldn’t know personally, but it seems like I’ve heard that.”
 
   “Well I don’t want to rock the boat over paint color.”
 
   A knock sounded at the front door. “That must be the pizza. Will you grab two plates from the cabinet nearest the sink? I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Sue got the plates and looked out the window, seeing the white dog with Duke again. It was lying under the tree. She set the plates on the counter. “Hey Alex, that dog is back.”
 
   He didn’t answer so she slipped out of the back door. The white dog’s head popped up and it was on its feet within seconds before it took off running as fast as it could across the fenced yard.
 
   “No. Don’t run away.” Sue hurried off the screened porch and into the fenced yard. “Come back.”
 
   Duke jumped up when she came into the fenced area. He loped over toward her and howled.
 
   “Sorry boy. I didn’t mean to run your friend off.”
 
   The screened porch door banged closed and Alex came outside. “What’s going on?”
 
   She turned around. “I saw the white dog again and I thought I could get close enough to see if it had a dog tag, but it ran off when I came out the door.”
 
   “Maybe it will come back before it gets too late.”
 
   “Maybe.” She walked back through the gate and to the screened porch.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure it must be a neighbor’s dog that has found a hole in our fence. I’ll check tomorrow for a hole.”
 
   “Okay. I just hate for a dog as pretty as it is to be lost and wandering around trying to get home.”
 
   He wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “If it is, then you can take comfort that the nights haven’t started getting too cold yet.”
 
   “True.”
 
   “Come on back inside. Our pizza is getting cold.”
 
   She nodded, surprised by him putting his arm around her shoulders. It felt nice and she leaned into him as they went back into the house.  
 
    
 
    
 
     
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
 
    
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex tossed a Frisbee toward Duke the next morning, remembering sharing the pizza with Sue before dancing in the living room until nearly midnight. She was very good at it and her ability put him to shame. When the yellow orb landed at the dog’s paws, he flopped down beside it and yawned. Drool seeped from his flews onto the plastic toy.
 
   “Hey, that’s not how it works, pal. You’re supposed to catch it and bring it back to me. You remember? We’re playing fetch.” Alex scowled as he jogged over to his pet and stooped down to look the dog in the eye. “What’s wrong with you? I’ve been home over a week now and you act as if you hardly know me.”
 
   Duke yawned and rolled over onto his side, but sprang up on all fours with his ears perked up and ran over to the fence as a car pulled into the drive.
 
   Still frowning, Alex shielded his eyes from the early morning glare trying to see who it was. He didn’t recognize the vehicle right away, but when the car door opened he saw his brother-in-law get out so he jogged over to the fence.
 
   “Hey,” Darren called. “How’s it going?”
 
   “Not bad. How about yourself?”
 
   Darren shrugged. “About the same.”
 
   Duke jumped up on the fence and wagged his tail, whimpering until Darren rubbed his head.
 
   “What brings you out this way? Did Keely forget another vital cooking utensil?”
 
   “No.” HeeDaDDDDDDDDD     grinned. “But I am here for her. She woke this morning convinced something wasn’t right in the world. She couldn’t shake the feeling and finally decided it had to involve you, but when she tried calling…you didn’t answer the phone.”
 
   “Sorry. I’ve been doing yard work this morning. Trying to keep a handle on the few leaves that have started to fall. I’m fine. You didn’t have to come all this way to check on me.”
 
   “I know, but if I didn’t Keely would have come herself even though the doctor has her on bed rest today.”
 
   “What? Is anything wrong?”
 
   “Don’t get alarmed. It isn’t anything major or I wouldn’t have left her no matter how much she complained. Her ankles were really swollen this morning when she got up so she has to keep them elevated and eat more protein until the swelling subsides. The doctor assured us this is one of the many complications of pregnancy.”
 
   “Oh…okay.” Alex let out the breath he hadn’t realized he held. “I guess her strange feeling and not being able to reach me made it even more of an issue.”
 
   “You got that right. I was afraid if I didn’t come over her blood pressure would rise too. Let me give her a quick call to put her mind at ease. I left her in the recliner watching her favorite Audrey Hepburn movie, but she made me promise to call as soon as I got here.”
 
   Alex shook his head. His sister was always the worrier when it came to him. Not that there was anything to worry over. He was perfectly fine. His dog, on the other hand, was a different story. “Come on, Duke, let’s go chase that bird.”
 
   The dog glanced at him and jumped down from the fence. He loped toward the sugar maple and laid down in the shade.
 
   “I said bird, not tree. What is wrong with you today?”
 
   Duke yawned, laid his head on his front paws, and closed his eyes.
 
   Alex planted his hands on his hips and shook his head. There was definitely something up with his dog. He’d always been indifferent and downright lazy, but before Alex went to Alaska he felt the dog enjoyed being around him. Now he had to wonder. Had he been gone long enough that Duke was no longer his dog? Could he miss Keely so much that he was unhappy?
 
   Darren walked over to the tree as well. “I’m standing right here with him, Keely. He’s fine. Concerned about you, but otherwise fine.”
 
   Hearing Darren’s approach he turned his attention to the phone conversation.
 
   “Okay. If you insist.” He reached Alex his cell phone. “She wants to talk to you.”
 
   Alex took it and grinned. “Hey sis, what’s up?”
 
   “My anxiety. Did you have a good time last night?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did anything unusual happen?”
 
   “No. Nothing.”
 
   “What about the potion? Do you still have the bottle with you?”
 
   “Sure. It’s in my pocket.” He reached his hand into his front jeans pocket and felt the small glass vial. “I’m fine. Really I am. There’s nothing for you to worry about.”
 
   “If you are sure?”
 
   He laughed. “I am.”
 
   “Okay then. Come over this afternoon. We’ll order take out.”
 
   “I would if I could, Keels, but I have to go rent my tux for Phil’s wedding. Then Brandon and I are going hiking.”
 
   “Hiking? No. You can’t go. Something bad might happen. Do it next Saturday. Not today.”
 
   He laughed again, but remembered what Darren said about her blood pressure rising and thought better of it. “If it will make you feel better. I’ll see if Brandon has a problem changing our plans.”
 
   “It will.”
 
   “Okay. I’m handing the phone back to Darren now. I’ll check in on you later.”
 
    
 
    
 
   As soon as Sue got into her sister’s car to go for the dress fitting, Kimberly pounced on her. “Spill it. I want to hear every detail about last night.”
 
   “There really isn’t anything major to tell.” She settled into the seat and fastened the belt. “He ordered us a pizza and we went back to his place. I got to meet his dog and we danced in his living room.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   Sue nodded.
 
   “Boy you do lead a hum drum life.”
 
   “Gee thanks.”
 
   “I was hoping you’d say he at least kissed you good night when he took you home. He did take you home last night, didn’t he?”
 
   “Yes. He did. I was home by midnight. He walked me to the door and made sure I got inside before he left, but there was no kiss.”
 
   Kimberly sighed. “Well. It’s a start.”
 
   “No one said we had to rush it. We’re getting to know one another. We have a real easy going camaraderie and I like that. There is nothing worse than feeling awkward around a guy. With Alex I feel almost as if I’ve known him forever, yet we talk about the things people getting to know each other do.”
 
   “Oh…that sounds so sweet. Maybe he’s the one, Sue. Wouldn’t that be great?”
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not getting my hopes up or even thinking along those lines. It’s too soon.”
 
   Her sister sighed again. “Well don’t play it too cool with him because you don’t want to lose him. He’s a hottie.”
 
   “Kimberly! I’m going to tell Phil.”
 
   “No you won’t. If you do I’ll tell Alex you think he’s gorgeous.”
 
   Sue glared at her and it wasn’t long before giggling erupted from the driver’s seat. She joined in and couldn’t remember when she’d felt so giddy about the prospects of what could happen.
 
   The gris-gris warmed around her neck and she closed her eyes, remembering how it had done the same as she danced slowly with Alex last night. When he held her in his arms it had made everything feel right in the world. He even knew a few moves that had surprised her and his ability to waltz was really good. But he said he’d never had a professional dance lesson in his life, whereas, she’d taken tap and ballet for a few years as a young girl.
 
   “You got quiet. What are you thinking about?”
 
   “Dancing. Have you and Phil picked out the song you’ll dance to at the reception?”
 
   “We’ve narrowed it down to three possibilities, but you know Phil isn’t much for dancing. He has agreed to one dance so I have to make it the best song for us.”
 
   Kimberly pulled up in front of the dress shop and they got out. “I can’t wait to see each of you in your dresses today. Just one more reminder that the wedding is getting closer and closer. And there is still so much to do.” She touched Sue’s arm. “I know you are already doing my shower and personal shower, but I could really use your help getting a few of the details taken care of in the next few weeks. Do you think you’ll have the time?”
 
   “Yes. Whatever you need. I’m at your disposal within reason.”
 
   Her sister smiled and hugged her tight. “Thank you! I promise to stay within reason.”
 
   The pristine coolness of the store always shocked Sue whenever she entered the dress shop. For the first time since her sister got engaged she didn’t dread being there. In fact, her eyes darted to the many racks of beaded and sequined white gowns that she had found so daunting when they’d began looking for Kimberly’s perfect dress last year. Now she found that these same racks were drawing her to them instead of repelling her. Yet she wouldn’t give in to the temptation to look through them. No. She was there to try on the cerulean blue gown that her sister picked out for the bridesmaids to wear. Nothing more.
 
   The other bridesmaids were already there waiting on them to arrive. And they squealed when they saw Kimberly. She hurried to their little huddle and shared a group hug with them.
 
    Sue held back, letting her sister bask in the glory of being the bride. These were her friends and this was her big day that approached. And if she played her cards right maybe one day very soon she’d be in the spotlight.
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex stared at his reflection in the mirror, trying to decide if he liked what he saw or not. He hadn’t had on a formal tux since his senior prom. The many banquets and occasional dinner party he’d attended since had required a dinner jacket or expensive suit.
 
   “What’s taking so long in there?” Brandon called, knocking on the dressing room door.
 
   Reluctantly, Alex opened for him to see. He fiddled with the odd-colored blue cummerbund. “Is this right?”
 
   When he looked up, he saw his pal looked exactly the same as he did. “I guess that answers my question.”
 
   Brandon laughed. “They don’t call these monkey suits for nothing, but if I grab the attention of a hot babe while wearing this I’m all for it.”
 
   Alex grinned and shook his head. “You never change, do you?”
 
   “It’s all about the ladies, Alex. You could learn a thing or two from me.”
 
   “I think I’m doing just fine on my own.”
 
   “Now gentleman, let’s have a look at you,” the clerk said, coming into the dressing area with a cloth measuring tape hanging around his neck. He adjusted the jacket on Alex and smoothed the shoulders, checked the length of the sleeves, the inseam and length of the slacks. “I think it’s a perfect fit for you. How does the shirt fit?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Excellent.” The clerk turned to Brandon and did the same to him before deciding they needed a different jacket size because the sleeves were a little short. “A long instead of a regular will do for you. I’ll be right back with it.”
 
   Brandon took the jacket off. “You never said, but did you and Kimberly’s sister have a good time last night?”
 
   Alex nodded. “We did.”
 
   “You going to ask her out again?”
 
   “I didn’t really ask her out, we just left the restaurant. But yeah, I think I’m going to ask her out for real.”
 
   “Why not tonight? Since we can’t go hiking, you might as well enjoy yourself. I hope Keely doesn’t have the same feeling next week because I really want to go hiking before all the leaves change and fall off the trees.”
 
   “True, but I don’t have her number.”
 
   “I’m sure Phil must. Give him a call.”
 
   Alex grabbed for his cellphone from the dressing room and was about to dial their friend when the clerk returned.
 
   The man made the adjustment to Brandon’s attire and once he was satisfied, instructed them that they could change back into their street clothes. “I’ll have these ready for pick up the day before the wedding. If you should need anything between now and then please do not hesitate to call.”
 
   “Good. I’m ready to get out of here.” Brandon headed into his dressing room and Alex did the same. He finished his call to Phil and got Sue’s number. He hurried and changed before he could think of reasons not to call her. 
 
   Getting into his truck he made the call and it rang several times. He was about to hang up when she finally answered.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Sue.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It’s Alex. I got your number from Phil. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “Hi. No. I don’t mind. What’s up?”
 
   “I had a great time last night and was wondering if you didn’t already have plans if you’d want to do something tonight? I know it’s last minute…”
 
   “I enjoyed last night too. No, I don’t have plans tonight. What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Dinner? Maybe a movie?”
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   “Great. I can call for you at five. I need to go see Keely. The doctor put her on bed rest for the day.”
 
   “Oh no. I hope she’s okay.”
 
   “Her ankles were swollen so she was to stay off her feet and eat more protein today. I’ll let you know how she’s doing when I come for you.”
 
   “That sounds good. I’ll see you later.”
 
   Hee ended the call and headed to his sister’s, feeling good about seeing Sue again.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   After leaving Keely’s, Alex swung by his place to feed Duke, shave and change before he went to pick up Sue for their date. He walked up the flight of stairs at the apartment complex to her floor and knocked at her door. She answered, looking surprised he was there.
 
   “Hi,” she said, holding a few pieces of paper in her hand. 
 
   She looked adorable standing there barefoot and downright sexy in the faded t-shirt and shorts she wore. He doubted she was ready for their date, but the sight of her dressed like this caused his body to tense, his throat to go dry. He couldn’t take his eyes off of her and he found his reaction unnerving. 
 
   “I-Is this a bad time?” 
 
   “No. No. Come on in. I told Kimberly I’d help her with a few wedding details today and she brought this long list over. I’ve been trying to figure out how I am going to manage it all in the next several weeks. I guess I let time slip away from me. Can you give me fifteen minutes to change?”
 
   “Sure. Take your time.”
 
   “Would you like something to drink while you wait?” she asked closing the door behind him. 
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Okay. Go on into the living room and have a seat.”
 
   He went into the room, but he didn’t sit. He liked the open floor plan and the white crown molding that encased the gas fireplace. 
 
   “How was Keely?” she asked, putting the papers on the small antique secretary desk in the corner. 
 
   “Better. She was napping when I got there. Darren said she’d been sleeping off and on all day and her ankles weren’t as swollen. She woke right before I left and assured me she was fine and would be back to work on Monday.”
 
   “That’s good.” Sue handed him the television remote. “Watch whatever you like. I won’t be long.”
 
   “Okay.” He reached for the remote but grasped her hand instead. He pulled her to him. “If you’d rather not go out we can stay in.”
 
   A flush crept up her cheeks. “And do what?”
 
   He shrugged. “I’m sure we could come up with something.”
 
   She looked up at him through thick lashes and licked her tempting lips. 
 
   He cupped her cheek with his hand and ran the pad of his thumb across her lips before he lowered his head and brushed his against hers. She snaked her arms around his neck and smiled, rising up on her tiptoes to meet his next kiss. He held her close, enjoying the feel of her against him as he slipped his tongue into her mouth and tangled it slowly with hers.
 
    
 
    
 
   Heart pounding, Sue broke the kiss as alarm bells went off in her head. What were they doing? This was too much, too soon, especially after their intimate dancing last night. She swallowed hard and pushed the remote toward him again. “I better go change.”
 
   He nodded, took the remote, and turned toward the couch.
 
   Like a silly schoolgirl, she hurried from the room to the safety of her bedroom and closed the door. She leaned against it while her mind raced ahead to where that kiss could have gone. Heat and tingles of awareness flooded over her from head to toe and she knew she was in big trouble. It didn’t help that the gris-gris burned hot against her chest. She swallowed hard, taking several deep breaths until her heart stopped racing. 
 
   When she finally felt more in control, she slowly pushed away from the door, discarding her t-shirt and shorts as she went to her closet to select something to wear. The only problem was everything she pulled out made her afraid it would look too sexy on and he’d want to kiss her again. If that happened, they’d never leave.
 
   “Get a grip, girl.” 
 
   Finally, she settled on a peasant style gauzy top in teal and tan khaki pants. She matched it with coral earrings and a lightweight sweater in the same color for when it got cooler later. Slipping on a pair of canvas walkers, she hurried into the bathroom to check her hair and touch up her make up. She brushed her teeth and applied lip gloss.
 
   Satisfied, she emerged from her bedroom to rejoin Alex, but the grim expression on his face as he stared at his cellphone told her something was wrong. When he didn’t glance her way she made her presence known. “I’m ready. Sorry you had to wait.”
 
   He held his cellphone up for her to see. “I—I have to go. I’m sorry, but we can’t go out after all.”
 
   “Why? What’s happened?”
 
   “Darren just sent me a text. They’re headed to the hospital. Keely’s water broke. The baby is coming.”
 
   “B-but, she isn’t due for another couple of months. Are you sure you read the message right?”
 
   He tossed her his phone, looking like he wanted to bolt for the door instead of explain things to her. She read the display and sure enough Darren had wrote: Her water broke. On the way to the hospital. Babys coming.
 
   “This doesn’t make sense. You said Keely was fine when you saw her earlier today.”
 
   “Yes. She was and now this. How could her water break at this point in the pregnancy?”
 
   “Women go into premature labor all the time. I’m sure the doctors will know what to do.”
 
   He took a few steps toward the door, but stopped and turned around. “Which hospital? I—I haven’t a clue where Darren is taking her.”
 
   Sue thought a minute trying to recall the name of Keely’s doctor. “Tennova. He’ll take her to the Women’s Pavilion. She and Jama see the same group of doctors.”
 
   “I should have known that.” He clutched his hand to his chest. The color had drained from his face and he looked green around the mouth.
 
   “Do you want me to come with you?”
 
   He nodded, bending over at the waist. He took several deep breaths as if he were having difficulty breathing. “Would you? I don’t think I can drive. What if she loses the baby? Or worse yet, what if we lose her? She’s all the family I have left.”
 
   The desperation in his voice sent her feet to moving. She grabbed her purse and car keys off the kitchen counter. “We’ll take my car. Come on.” She placed her arm around him for reassurance. “There’s no time to panic right now. We’ll go to the hospital and find out what is happening. It could be a false alarm.”
 
   He took a few shallow breaths and stood up straight. “But her water broke. I don’t think that could be a false alarm.”
 
   “There are many reasons for there to be fluids leaking besides that. She could have had a bladder spasm. Remember, Darren is going to be a first time father. He could be panicking just like you.”
 
   Alex stopped walking and glared at her. “You think I’m overreacting.”
 
   “If the shoe fits.”
 
    
 
    
 
   He glared at her for a full five seconds and then he began to laugh at himself. She was totally right. He was acting like…well he wasn’t sure what, but if Phil or Brandon were here witnessing his meltdown they’d never let him live it down. “Sorry.”
 
   “No need to apologize. She’s your sister. You love her. I get that. Now let’s go.” She opened the apartment door for him to exit.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
   “No sassing me, mister.” Her stern tone, but smirky grin told him she was trying to lighten the mood.
 
   “I wasn’t—”
 
   She held up a finger and it stopped him from saying more. The ‘don’t mess with me’ look on her pretty face had him feeling warm all over again like he had from their earlier kiss. Even the small bottle he carried in his pocket heated. He shoved his hand in there and grasped the smooth surface surprised that it really was warm. Had his body heat caused it? 
 
   Punching the key fob, she unlocked the doors and he climbed into her car. Within seconds they were on their way to the hospital. He tried to stay calm as Sue drove the back roads, but he couldn’t stop thinking about what might happen to Keely and the baby. It really was too early for her to deliver.
 
   Luckily they had no trouble parking. They found a spot at a meter along the street near the hospital and were able to hurry into the building. They took the elevator up to the second floor and stopped at the nurses’ station to check the board for which room she was in.
 
   “I don’t see her name.”
 
   “Me either.”
 
   “Can I help you folks?” a nurse asked looking up from the chart she was working in.
 
   “Keely Jones. Has she been admitted yet?” he asked.
 
   “She may have been admitted as Keely Wright,” Sue added.
 
   The nurse scanned a print out and shook her head. “Sorry. The only Wright we have is Jama Wright Landers.”
 
   Sue began to laugh.
 
   “What’s so funny?” He frowned and glanced at her.
 
   “Don’t you get it?” She lightly hit him on the shoulder with the back of her hand. “That text wasn’t about Keely, but Jama. Keely’s not in labor, but Darren’s sister Jama. The twins are coming.”
 
   “Then why would Darren text me?”
 
   Sue shrugged. “Who knows.”
 
   “The family is waiting in the sitting area at the end of the hall if you wish to join them,” the nurse offered.
 
   “Thank you.” Sue smiled and slipped her arm around his. She looked up at him. “Do you want to go see for yourself?”
 
   He nodded and they started down the hall to the waiting area when the elevator doors opened and Keely and Darren stepped off. They both looked surprised to see them there. 
 
   “What are you two doing here?” Keely asked.
 
   “I got Darren’s text and I thought it was about you.”
 
   “What text?” Keely looked at her husband. “Darren?”
 
   He winced. “Sorry bro. I got a little excited when Kyle called. I’ve set up a group in my phone so when Keely goes into labor I can reach all of the family at once. I wasn’t thinking and I used it to let them know about Jama.”
 
   “But you didn’t say Jama.” Alex pulled out his phone and showed him the text message he got. “And after Keely was put on bed rest today I—I thought the worst. It’s way too soon for her to go into labor.”
 
   “I thought he was going to hyperventilate,” Sue said.
 
   “Oh, Alex.” Keely hugged him. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I am too.” Darren patted him on his back. “Can you forgive me?”
 
   He nodded and set his sister away from him. “Keels, shouldn’t you be off your feet?”
 
   “Yeah. I need to get to the waiting area and sit down. My doctor will not be happy with me if he sees I’m here instead of at home following his orders.”
 
   Darren wrapped a protective arm around Keely’s waist. “I tried to get her a wheelchair at admitting downstairs, but she wouldn’t hear of it.”
 
   “I’m not an invalid. I can walk,” she protested, looking up at him. He kissed her on the top of the head before they began to walk down the hall.
 
   Sue smiled. She always found Keely and Darren’s relationship very sweet. And she loved watching them together at Wright and Associates. If you didn’t know they were married you’d think they were very fond of one another because they did not put their relationship on display by kissing or hugging in the open.
 
   Alex turned to her. “Shall we hang around and wait a little while since we’re here?”
 
   “We might as well.”
 
   He offered her his hand and she took it, liking his firm, confident grip as they walked down the hall. 
 
   “Do me a favor.”
 
   “What’s that?” she asked.
 
   “Don’t mention my panic attack to anyone. Not even Kimberly, Phil or Brandon.”
 
   She giggled and leaned her head against his arm. “I won’t.”
 
   When they reached the waiting area for family members, there were already two people there. The last person she expected to see was Lucinda sitting there with Lillian Wright, but there the woman was and she was beaming from ear to ear as they approached. The gris-gris warmed against Sue’s chest and she released Alex’s hand to reach up and touch it. He glanced her way with his brows raised.
 
   “Alex. How is my boy?” Lucinda asked, getting to her feet. She moved with a flourish, her bangle bracelets jingling.
 
   Lillian stood as well, hugging her son and then Keely.
 
   Alex reluctantly turned away from her to answer Lucinda. “I’m good. And you?”
 
   “Fine and I’m getting better every minute now that I’m in the same room with you and Keely again.” The woman turned to his sister and gave her a hug. “My, you gave me a scare this morning, but I see everything is fine as rain now.”
 
   “Oh yes, please tell me you are fine,” Lillian agreed. 
 
   “For the time being,” Keely assured.
 
   “Only if she stays off her feet.” Darren urged her toward the row of cushioned seats.
 
   “Yes. Yes. She must get off her feet. Having one daughter in labor at a time is more than I can handle.” Lillian followed them. “They won’t let me in there with Jama. Can you believe that?”
 
   “It’s what she wanted, Mom,” Darren said. “She explained that to you already.” 
 
   “I thought she was teasing me.”
 
   “No, Mom. She’s nervous about the delivery and she felt it would be easier if it was just her and Kyle with the nurses and doctor.”
 
   “What’s there to be nervous about? I did it three times. And who better to know how to give birth to twins than someone who has done it before?”
 
   Sue saw Darren roll his eyes and she bit back a smile. Lucinda must have seen the gesture too because she winked at her.
 
   “How are things with you, Sue?”
 
   “Everything is going great.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it.” Lucinda sat down and patted the vacant seat beside her. “Alex, come sit and tell me about your current project. Are you researching anything interesting?”
 
   He did as Lucinda asked. “Actually you might find this interesting…”
 
   Sue’s cellphone buzzed and she fished it out of her purse to answer it, stepping away from the group. “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, sis. You got a minute?”
 
   “Not really. I’m at the hospital and can’t talk right now.”
 
   “Hospital? Are you all right?”
 
   “Yeah, Alex and I were going out, but he got a text…anyway he thought it was about his sister, but when we got here it was about my boss Jama. She’s having the twins so I’m here with him and the family. I don’t think I’m supposed to have my cellphone on, so I need to keep it short.”
 
   “No problem. It can wait. I wanted to add one tiny thing to the list I gave you.”
 
   “Really?” Sue bit her lip to keep from saying what she really thought about that list. It was the reason she wasn’t ready when Alex came to pick her up and the reason he’d kissed her, which she couldn’t be upset about. However, when she’d agreed to help Kimberly out she hadn’t expected the list to be so long. “What is it?”
 
   “When you check with the caterer can you be sure to remind her about the mints. She said she’d do a special design of our initials for them, but I needed to remind her about it closer to time.”
 
    “Okay.” She rummaged in her purse for a pen and paper to jot it down so she wouldn’t forget.
 
   “Thanks and have fun. I didn’t realize you were seeing Alex again tonight.”
 
   “He called after I got home from the fitting.”
 
   “Things sure are moving in the right direction for you.”
 
   “I guess. Listen I really need to get off the phone before a nurse catches me.”
 
   “Sure. Sure. We can talk about this later. Bye.”
 
   Sue ended the call and turned the cellphone off before putting it back in her purse. When she turned around she bumped into Alex.
 
   He reached out and took hold of her arms to steady her. His strong hold on her sent a little spark running down her spine, and a warmth filled her belly as she recalled their earlier kiss. Oh man, but she really was treading on dangerous ground with him.
 
    “Anything wrong?” His brow arched and her pulse raced. She swallowed hard.
 
   “No. Kimberly had something to add to that list of things for me to do.”
 
   “Ah…listen there really isn’t a reason for us to stick around here unless you just want to. It could be hours before the twins are born. We probably could still go get dinner and maybe come back later if you just wanted.”
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “Okay. Let’s go tell Keely we’re leaving so she doesn’t worry.”
 
   He offered her his hand and she took it feeling a warm buzz spread up her arm. She loved touching him and the way it made her feel. The gris-gris warmed too and she couldn’t help smiling, imagining that was its way of telling her he was her soul mate.
 
   “Keels, we’ll going to head out.”
 
   “Do you have to?” Lucinda asked, frowning. “I was hoping to chat with you some more. “It’s been so long since we’ve seen each other.”
 
   “We kinda had plans.” He looked at Sue and she could tell he felt torn by what he wanted and pleasing Lucinda. So she made the decision for him.
 
   “But we can stay a few more minutes.”
 
   “Perfect.” Lucinda’s frown turned into a smile and she beamed. “I could really use a cup of coffee. Alex, would you mind getting me some?”
 
   “That sounds good.” Lillian nodded. “Darren?”
 
   “I’ll get you a cup, mom.” He stood. “Come on Alex, let’s go to the cafeteria. Anyone else want anything?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Sue assured them.
 
   “Keely?”
 
   “I’m good too. Thanks, honey.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll be back.”
 
   Sue sat down between Keely and Lucinda on the cushioned bench. “So any idea how long it’ll be before the babies arrive?”
 
   “Kyle came out and said that Jama had stopped dilating which could prolong the process,” Keely explained.
 
   “She’ll be fine. I said a blessing at the doorway and I tucked a little something in Kyle’s pocket to ward off evil when I hugged him.” Lucinda’s voice held much confidence and Sue wished she had an ounce of it when it came to the future.  
 
   “We should just relax and let Sue tell us about how things are progressing with her and Alex.”
 
   “Huh?” She glanced at the woman, not liking being put on the spot, especially to talk about something personal in front of Keely’s mother-in-law.  
 
   “Don’t huh me,” Lucinda wagged a finger in front of her. “It looked to me like things are going nicely.”
 
   “Lucinda,” Keely warned shifting on the cushion. “Leave them alone.”
 
   “There really isn’t anything to tell…yet.” Sue got up and walked over to the magazine rack to put a safe distance between them. The gris-gris warmed and she was afraid it might start glowing giving away her feelings.
 
   “But you being here together, tonight, it isn’t the first time you’ve been out, is it?”
 
   She shook her head and glanced back at the women. “No.”
 
   “Oh, she’s blushing.” Lillian pointed at her and smiled. “I think you may be on to something, Lucinda.”
 
   “Of course I am. She’s wearing my gris-gris.”
 
   Sue reached up and touched the charm and silently prayed it would not steer her wrong where Alex was concerned. She selected a magazine and went back to sit down, choosing a chair adjacent to the women. “We’re getting to know one another.”
 
   “A good step,” Lillian agreed. “You don’t have to rush into anything, no matter what magic Lucinda tries to throw at you.”
 
   “Pish Posh.” Lucinda waved a hand in the air and her bangle bracelets jingled. She turned to face Keely. “Are you okay, dear? You’ve been shifting like you’re uncomfortable.”
 
   “I am. I think I need to get up and walk, but I also have to stay off my feet.”
 
   Lucinda stood and helped her to stand as well. “Let’s walk down to the nurses’ station and back.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   When they were a short distance away, Lillian walked toward the closed door to Jama’s room. Sue put down the magazine and turned watching her. She seemed so disheartened to not be in there with her daughter.
 
   Soon, the woman came back and sat down again. “This waiting game is hard on an old woman.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re old, Mrs. Wright.”
 
   “Thank you dear, but I feel old and alone. My kids are all grown and I’m about to be a grandmother. What else should I feel about myself?”
 
   “That you’re starting a new segment of your life.”
 
   She smiled. “You’re a very sweet girl. I see why Keely talks so favorably about you. And that Alex. He’s such a cutie. I can tell you like him.”
 
   Sue’s cheeks warmed and she couldn’t help smiling. “I do.”
 
   “Then I hope only the best for you both.”
 
   The door to Jama’s room opened and Kyle appeared. “Lillian, Jama is asking for you.”
 
   The woman sucked in her breath. “Oh goodness. Please excuse me, dear.”
 
   Sue watched as she hurried away and the door closed again. When she was alone she glanced down the hall to see if she could see Keely or Lucinda coming back, but they were nowhere in sight. She picked up the magazine and flipped through looking for something to occupy her time. Finally she heard their voices once more, and when she looked up, Keely had a container of juice sipping on it.
 
   “That looks good.”
 
   “It is. They keep it in a little freezer at the nurses’ station and the juice gets icy. I don’t know if that makes it taste better or what, but I think I could drink lots of these if I were here for a while.”
 
   “That’s because it’s good for you,” Lucinda said, placing a pillow behind Keely’s back once she sat. “Where’s Lillian?”
 
   “Jama asked for her.”
 
   “Oh good. It shouldn’t be long now.”
 
   “Lucinda, what did you do?” Keely asked, leveling a look on her.
 
    The Cajun woman shrugged. “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   Keely looked at Sue and they both nodded, silently agreeing that she’d used her charms somehow.
 
   The door opened and Lillian emerged beaming. “She’s doing fine. The nurse said she’s started dilating again and it shouldn’t be long now because she is fully effaced. Jama’s in great spirits. She looks so beautiful. Motherhood will agree with her nicely even though she has been so worried about it.”
 
   It wasn’t long before Darren and Alex returned with the coffee. Lillian informed them about Jama’s progress. Lucinda insisted that Alex sit beside her and talk while she drank it. Darren settled beside Keely and began fussing over her, insisting she put her feet up in one of the adjacent chairs that he pulled over to the bench.
 
   Sighing, Sue flipped through the pages of the magazine again, not really reading the articles or looking at the pictures, but pretended to so she appeared uninterested in what Alex and Lucinda were saying. The harder she tried to listen though the softer Lucinda seemed to speak as if she knew what was going on. In frustration, Sue finally glanced at them and Alex had leaned closer to his godmother so even his voice was hard to hear.
 
   She finally got up and returned the magazine to the rack before going to the ladies room staying in there longer than necessary because the waiting was getting to her. When she came out, everyone was hugging one another.
 
   “What’s happened?” she asked.
 
   “They’re here. My beautiful grandbabies are here.” Lillian dabbed at the corner of her eye with a tissue. “I have a grandson and a granddaughter. James and Klarissa Landers.” 
 
   “Congratulations.”
 
   “See it all worked out just fine,” Lucinda said.
 
   Alex stood and came over to her. “Kyle’s going to come out with his digital camera and show everyone pictures of them shortly. I assume you’ll want to stay for that?”
 
   “Yes. I’d love to see them if you don’t mind.”
 
   “I don’t mind at all.” He grinned and shook his head. “It’s been so long since I’ve felt a part of a family like this. I’ve really enjoyed it.”
 
   Sue felt a tightening in her chest while moisture formed at her eyes and she impulsively hugged him. “Oh, Alex. I’m sorry you were so alone when you were in Alaska. I couldn’t imagine being that far away from my family all because of a job. I’m glad you’re here now.”
 
   “Thank you. I’m glad we got to share this together.” He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her back, running his strong hands up and down her back. She closed her eyes, breathing in his cologne and relaxed against him for a moment before she realized what she was doing. Coming back to her senses, she stepped back and broke their hug, feeling a little unsettled. Why did she have to feel so strongly about him when they hardly knew each other?
 
   Thankfully Kyle appeared as promised and they all passed the camera around getting a peek at the twins as they were bathed, checked over by the doctor, and swaddled for the first time. There was even a picture of Jama holding both of them.
 
   “Congratulations,” Alex told Kyle as he shook his hand.
 
   Kyle looked surprised. “Thank you, Alex. I didn’t realize you were here. What —”
 
   “Darren texted and I thought it was about my sister until we got here.”
 
   “Yeah I got that text too, which I thought was odd that he was telling me my wife was in labor.” Kyle shook his head. “Well, whatever brought you here it’s good to see you without my favorite patient in tow. I assume he is doing well?”
 
   “Duke is fine healthwise. Thanks for asking.”
 
   “Good.” Kyle glanced at Sue. “It’s nice to see you again. I’m sure Jama will be pleased to know you were here awaiting the birth.”
 
   “Please tell her the babies are gorgeous. I know you both couldn’t be happier.”
 
   “We are. Thank you both for coming. I need to get back to her.” Kyle hurried back to the room.
 
   “I guess we should go now,” Sue said.
 
   “Yeah.” Alex looked at his watch. “We shouldn’t have trouble getting into a restaurant now. If you still want to go eat?”
 
   “How about we go back to my apartment. I have some fresh chicken I can grill and make a salad. The vegetables are already cut up so it won’t take long to do it on my counter top grill. I’ll even let you raid my DVD collection and find something to watch if you are up for a movie?”
 
   He grinned. “That sounds perfect.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   They said their goodbyes and started to leave when Darren’s mom stopped them. “Thank you for coming,” Lillian stood and hugged Alex. “You should come with Keely and Darren to my house next Sunday for a home cooked meal. Bring Sue with you. There’s always room for one more at my table.”
 
   “Thank you for the invitation. We’d like that.”
 
   “Yes. Thank you, Mrs. Wright,” Sue added.
 
   “You’re welcome, dear. It was good to see you again.”
 
   By the time they left the sun had set and the moon was high in the sky. A cool breeze blew reminding them it was fall of the year. Sue was glad she had worn a sweater as they hurried to her car for another evening at home with Alex.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Monday morning came too early in Sue’s opinion. She’d spent most of Sunday working on Kimberly’s to do list and trying to make a decision about Alex. As a result, she’d been restless when she went to bed and tossed and turned most of the night. When she woke, her mind immediately replayed how they’d spent the remainder of their date after they returned from the hospital. She’d fixed the grilled chicken and salad while Alex had searched through her DVD collection. But instead of eating dinner and watching a movie, they’d spent it in conversation and then he’d coaxed her into dancing with him because he’d uncovered her CD collection. The dancing had been nice, but then he’d kissed her and they’d ended up on the couch kissing until she’d been breathless. When he finally left, she had to take a cold shower. She had to stop seeing him.
 
   She was on her second cup of coffee when Keely arrived at work with a package of baby pictures. They went into Keely’s office and spread the photos out on the table ooing and aaaing over Jama’s sweet babies. 
 
   “They are absolutely adorable,” Sue remarked and took a sip of her coffee.
 
   “Yes they are. And being pregnant this only makes me want my own little one here that much sooner.” Keely rubbed her tummy in a circular motion with both hands and looked down at it. “I was holding Klarissa yesterday and peanut here started kicking. I think someone was a little jealous.”
 
   Sue smiled. “It won’t be much longer. How have your ankles been since Saturday?”
 
   “No more swelling. Thank goodness, but I’m going to watch my sodium intake this week and see if that should help as well as making sure I eat more protein.”
 
   Sue stacked the pictures and put them back in the package. “Is there anything you need from me this morning?”
 
   “Not right away. Darren and I are going to check with Pamela about what accounts we can cover since Jama had planned to go over that with us today. The babies just had a time clock of their own.” She smiled and walked to her desk. “I talked to Alex last night. He sounds so happy.”
 
   “He’s glad to be home.”
 
   “I’m sure he is, but I think there is more to his joy than being in Knoxville again.”
 
   Sue followed her to the desk and laid the package of photos down. “I wouldn’t know what that is.”
 
   “It’s you, silly.”
 
   “Don’t say that.”
 
   “Why? I saw how the two of you were Saturday night. You feel the same way.”
 
   “Yes, but I—I’ve been thinking…and I need to break things off with him. I—I’m feeling things for him w—way too fast and if I’m not careful, I’ll lose my head and do something foolish.”
 
   Keely studied her for a moment. “Sometimes it pays to be foolish and follow your heart when it’s with the right person.”
 
   “But that’s not me. I tend to lean on the practical side and that side wants to be in control right now.”
 
   “I can hear the hesitation in your voice. You really don’t want to do that.”
 
   “No. What I really want to do is run to him and never leave his side.” She reached for the charm. “But I also realize these feelings are being influenced and as much as I wanted Lucinda to give this necklace to me because I wanted someone in my life. I’m not sure I’m as ready for forever as I thought and that is what I feel Alex would be if I don’t stop this now.”
 
   Keely sat down at her desk and took a deep breath. “Promise me you won’t do anything rash. Put some distance between you and him this week and think about it before you act. I’ll see if I can’t keep him busy so he won’t notice too much. And if you still feel this way, I won’t stop you.”
 
   Sue nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “And Sue, please know, the gris-gris only has as much power over your life as you allow it to have. Sure, it will glow, it will get icy cold or burning hot, but in the end, I believe we make our own destiny.”
 
   She couldn’t believe Keely was saying this. “Does Lucinda know you feel that way, even after you and Darren?”
 
   “I met Darren before she gave me the gris-gris. Who is to say we wouldn’t have ended up happily married anyway?”
 
   “What about Jama and Kyle?”
 
   Keely shrugged. “I think Duke played a hand in them as much as the charm did. Jama just needed that push to get her back into the dating scene after being hurt by Ted Donaldson.”
 
   “But I met Alex after she gave me the necklace.”
 
   “True, but you were going to your sister’s for dinner, right?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “You’d have met him anyway.”
 
   “Yeah, but would I have rear ended his truck?”
 
   Keely grinned. “More than likely you would have. What girl can resist staring at a cute butt?”
 
   Sue laughed and her cheeks warmed. Alex did have a nice behind and she had been looking. “Point taken.”
 
   “What I’m trying to say is trust your instincts and don’t think all you are feeling is because of that charm. I’d like to think my brother plays a big part in it as well.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks.”
 
   She left the office and refilled her coffee mug before going back to her desk. What Keely said made sense, but that still didn’t change the fact that she was going down a very dangerous path with Alex.
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex pulled in his drive and let Duke out of the truck before walking him back to the fenced yard. They’d just finished an extreme jog at the Fountain City Lake before going on a long drive to clear his head. However, he still felt confused by what happened between him and Sue on Saturday night. Even after a few days he could still taste and smell her. His senses were on overload and he questioned why he’d kissed her again. He’d known he’d been playing with fire, but he’d been unable to stop himself.
 
   He was sure the electricity and the heat of it had been intensified by the music and the dancing. His gut reaction was to stay away from her until he figured out if he wanted to go down that road with her. But did he have the willpower to do it? He opened the gate and removed Duke’s leash. The dog walked over to the tree and flopped down.
 
   “What should I do, boy?” he asked. “What did you think of Sue? Is she a keeper?”
 
   The dog’s head perked up, and he gave a big mouthed yawn.
 
   Alex shook his head. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. I’ll be sure to consult you the next time I have a problem.”
 
   “Who are you talking to?”
 
   Alex swung around, almost jumping out of his skin when he saw his sister standing there. “Keels, where did you come from?”
 
   “Inside the house. Darren dropped me off while he ran an errand. I was sure you’d be back soon since I saw you and Duke jogging as we drove over, but that was nearly an hour ago. I was getting worried.”
 
   “Sorry. I took a drive to think afterward.”
 
   She nodded. “Do you want to tell me what is bothering you? You sounded happy when we last talked on the phone.”
 
   “I was and I still am. I—I’ve got to make a decision about Sue. I like her and we have chemistry. Chemistry like I’ve never had with anyone else. And that is scary.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “I haven’t spoken to her since I left her Saturday night. I’ve kinda avoided her. Real manly of me, isn’t it? I’m sure she must have mentioned it at work. Is that why you’re here?”
 
   “No. And she didn’t say anything to me about you not calling. We’ve been pretty busy for the last few days with Jama out of the office before we had anticipated her going on maternity leave.” Keely moved her hand to her side and crossed her fingers before she stuck her hand behind her back. “Besides, we don’t normally discuss her personal life at the office.”
 
   “Keels, I saw that.” He planted his hands on his hips.
 
   “You saw what?”
 
   “You crossed your fingers and stuck your hand behind your back. Even in this dim light I’ve got perfect vision. Or have you forgotten?”
 
   She sighed. “Okay you caught me. We did discuss your relationship, but I didn’t want to lie and I also didn’t want you to know I was asking questions. You deserve your privacy. Call it a mother’s intuition, but I think the two of you belong together.”
 
   “You’re not my mother.”
 
   “No, but I think that instinct has already kicked in.”
 
   He rolled his eyes and hugged her to him. “I love you, sis.”
 
   She pushed him away, coughing. “I love you too, but you need a shower.”
 
   He laughed. “Sorry. I guess I do.”
 
   “Give yourselves some space this week, but don’t forget we’ve got Sunday lunch at Lillian’s. We eat at precisely one so you need to pick Sue up and be at this address on time.” She handed him a post-it note with Mrs. Wright’s name, address, and phone number on it.
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   A car pulled up in the drive and Keely walked over to where Duke lay, squatting down to pet him. “I’ll see you later, fella.” She stood and walked toward the gate. “Just because you don’t see Sue this week doesn’t mean you can’t let her know you are thinking about her. A girl likes to be wooed.”
 
   “I hear you.”
 
   “Good. Take care.” She hurried to the car and got in. Darren stuck his arm out the window and waved before they left.
 
   “Well that was an interesting visit. Don’t you agree?” Alex looked over at Duke who was lying on his side now, asleep. And since the dog couldn’t talk he answered himself. “Yeah it was, Alex, thanks for being my owner and taking such good care of me.”
 
   He filled Duke’s water bowl with fresh water before he went into the house to shower. When he turned off the water hose, he noticed something out of the corner of his eye. The sun had dipped low behind the trees, but he was certain it had been a flash of white. Was that dog back again?
 
   He watched in silence for a few moments and then he saw the white blur flit across the back yard from the far corner toward the side of the house. Duke noticed as well and he ran in the same direction. Alex followed at a slower pace to see if he couldn’t finally sneak up on the dog. 
 
   When he rounded the house, he saw the dog standing still while Duke sniffed it. So while the dog was distracted, he inched closer and closer until he was finally able to see that the white dog had a collar, but no tags.
 
   Duke saw him and trotted over to him. The white dog didn’t move a muscle, only stared at him, nose twitching.
 
   Alex rubbed Duke on the head to show the other one he was friendly, that he didn’t mean any harm. He sat down in the grass and Duke lay down beside him. He waited as the sky grew dim to see if the white dog would approach him. The air became cooler and the ground where he sat, but he didn’t budge even though he longed for his jacket. Finally as the last thread of light disappeared the dog inched toward him and let him pet it.
 
   “Hello girl. What’s your name?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Friday morning Sue came into work to find a single, long stemmed red rose lying in the center of her desk. There was a card with it and so she opened the envelope.
 
   Something beautiful for someone special.
 
   Thinking of you. See you Sunday for lunch. I’ll pick you up at noon.
 
   Alex
 
   She smiled. She’d almost forgotten about their lunch invitation to Lillian Wright’s home. And even though he hadn’t called all week, at least she knew he was thinking about her. The time apart had definitely given her the space she needed to think about whether she wanted to continue seeing him and came to the conclusion that she did. She’d just have to be more careful in the future to make sure they didn’t head in a direction she wasn’t ready to go. It had all been too much, too soon. And maybe his silence this week meant he felt the same way.
 
   Going into the break room, she opened up the cabinets and searched for a bud vase. Finding one, she filled it with water and placed the rose in it before carrying it back to her desk.
 
   “Nice. Do you have a secret admirer?” Pamela, Jama’s assistant asked, stopping at her desk. 
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   “Good for you. It’s about time.”
 
   Sue smiled. “Thanks.”
 
   “The receptionist said that Keely’s yummy brother was by first thing this morning. After his first visit, I thought Veronica was going to have palpitations when she told me about him. And today it was worse. Have you met him?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is he as to-die-for as she said?”
 
   Sue nodded, smiling. Yes, Alex was definitely that, but to hear Pamela talk about how Veronica was lusting after him didn’t bode well with her. She had a mind to walk up front and tell the receptionist eyes off, she’d seen him first. But she didn’t know how well that would go over, and the thought of actually doing that had her almost giggling.
 
   “Did Veronica say what he was doing here?”
 
   “He came to drop off a box for Keely.”
 
   “Oh. Did he leave it at the front desk?”
 
   Pamela shook her head. “Veronica said she let him in Keely’s office and that she got a whiff of his cologne.”
 
   Sue closed her eyes, remembering him holding her at the hospital. “Woodsy and spice.”
 
   “Yeah. How’d you know?”
 
   She smiled. “A good guess.”
 
   “Well I gotta get back to my desk. I’d love to meet your guy sometime. You should bring him by.”
 
   “I might.”
 
   Pamela hurried into the break room and returned with a bottle of water before heading back down the hallway toward Jama’s office.
 
   When Sue was certain the woman was out of sight, she went into Keely’s office to see just what was so important that Alex had to come by before work. Sitting in the center of Keely’s desk was a white box with a large pink and blue bow.
 
   “Good morning,” Keely said, coming into the office.
 
   Sue pivoted. “Hi. Pamela was telling me you had a package delivered this morning. Veronica let Alex in.”
 
   “He must have come by early. I thought I’d get here before he did.” Keely dumped her purse and brief case in her chair before she reached for the card on the box. She read it and smiled. “A friend from high school heard I was expecting and sent this to the house. Alex insisted that I had to have it right away.”
 
   “That was sweet of him to bring it by.”
 
   “He can be that. I saw you have a rose on your desk.”
 
   Sue nodded. “He left it for me.”
 
   “I’d say that is the real reason he came by, but this gift was a good pretense to come.”
 
   “Maybe, but he could have stuck around until at least one of us got here.”
 
   Keely’s brow arched and she grinned. “Anxious to see him, are we?”
 
   Sue shrugged. 
 
   “Does this mean you’ve changed your mind from Monday?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I hoped you would.” Keely came over and hugged her. She stepped back and looked her in the eye. “Promise me you won’t say a word if I tell you something.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “I went to see Alex the other night and he was pretty worked up over you. He was even talking to Duke about you.”
 
   “He was?”
 
   “I think I scared the be jibbers out of him when I spoke because he thought he was alone with the dog.” Keely laughed then said, “If you could have seen the shocked look on his face when he turned around and saw me. It was priceless.”
 
   Sue laughed too.
 
   “Anyway.” Keely took a deep breath and rubbed her tummy. “I think his confusion about you is a good sign. He realizes that whatever is going on is something to not rush.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “I think it’s more than maybe.” She went back to her desk and opened the box, pulling out the cutest little pale yellow and green layette set. “Would you look at this?”
 
   Sue smiled. 
 
   “I’ve got to go show Darren. Hold my calls.”
 
   “I will.” Sue went back to her desk and turned on her computer. While she waited for it to boot up, she reached for the rose and inhaled the sweet fragrance and looked at the card Alex had penned. His script was crisp as if he’d taken his time writing it. Which she found very thoughtful. 
 
   Pulling out her cellphone she sent him a text thanking him for the rose and that she was looking forward to Sunday.
 
   The switchboard on the phone line lit up and she sighed, taking the call Veronica forwarded to her. It was time to get to work.
 
   “Keely Jones office. How may I help you?”
 
   The morning flew by and it was mid-afternoon when Keely came out of her office with a concerned look on her face. “Are you busy?”
 
   “Not awfully. What do you need?”
 
   “Mrs. Bradshaw, my neighbor…former neighbor just called. She said animal control just left the house on Cedar Lane. Something about them picking up a white dog that had been roaming the area and that Duke is barking and acting all crazy. I’ve called Alex, but he didn’t answer his cell. He may be out in the field doing research today. He spends most of Fridays doing that. I have a conference call scheduled or I’d run over there to check on Duke. Would you mind going?”
 
   “They got the white dog?”
 
   “That’s what my neighbor said. You know about it?”
 
   Sue nodded, closing out the program she’d been working in. “Alex only got glimpses of it, but I actually saw it. A very pretty animal, but it wouldn’t let me get close enough. I wonder who would call animal control over it running around the neighborhood.”
 
   Keely pressed her lips together and shook her head. “Mr. Brubaker. I’m sure of it. Out of all the neighbor’s he’d be the first to do something like that. He threatened to call them on Jama when Duke was howling. And if Duke is making a lot of noise now, he might call them on him now.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll go over there and see if I can’t calm him down. We met last week so maybe he’ll remember me.” She shut down the computer and quickly stacked the papers on her desk.
 
   “Thank you. I know this doesn’t fall within your job duties, but I really appreciate your willingness.”
 
   “I’m on it.”
 
   “I’ll keep trying Alex.”
 
   Sue grabbed her purse and stood. “I’ll call you if there is a problem.”
 
      
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Sue hurried as fast as traffic allowed for a Friday afternoon. Middle and high schools in the area had let out already for the week and since most high schools had football games that evening more cars than usual were on the road. It took sitting through two lights to finally turn onto Cedar Lane from Broadway and then she was behind a school bus making periodic stops until it finally turned onto another road near the Catholic school.
 
   Her phone rang and she fumbled in her purse with her right hand trying to find it while keeping her left hand on the steering wheel and her eyes on the road ahead. She punched the talk button and cradled the phone between her ear and shoulder. “Hello?”
 
   “Sue, it’s Alex. Keely told me what is going on. How’s Duke?”
 
   She slowed the car and turned on the signal before turning into the drive. “I just got to the house. I’m pulling in the drive now.”
 
   “I can hear him barking.”
 
   “He’s running along the fence barking wildly.” She put the car in park and got out, glad she’d worn slacks and flats today instead of a dress. “I’ll try to calm him down.”
 
   “Okay. I’m in west Knoxville. I should be there in half an hour depending on traffic. If he won’t stop barking call me back. And Sue, thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” She took a breath. “Alex, what are we going to do about the white dog?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ll call and see if I can’t find which shelter it was taken to.”
 
   “Okay.” She hung up the phone and slipped it into her pocket before she stepped to the fence. Duke saw her and he barked, jumping up on his back paws. She rubbed his head. “It’s okay boy. Alex is coming. We’ll find the white dog.”
 
   “Woo—oolf.”
 
   Rubbing his head, she tried to calm him, but the dog was too agitated. If the neighbor had called animal control because of a stray, then he’d be just as likely to call for Duke barking incessantly and disturbing the quiet peace of the neighborhood. She spoke softly. “It’ll be okay. Yes, it will. You’re such a good dog.”
 
   “Woo—oolf. Woo—oolf.”
 
   She looked around for anything that might distract him so he’d forget about what had upset him. A stick. A ball. Then she saw the water hose. She hurried along the chain link fence until she came to the gate, letting herself inside the yard. Picking up the hose, she turned on the water and filled the dog’s bowl with fresh water.
 
   Duke ran over to investigate what she was doing and lapped up some of the water. 
 
   “Good boy,” she said, rubbing his head again. 
 
   He barked a few more times before he whimpered and laid down at her feet, resting his head on her shoe. He looked sad and that made her heart ache for him. “It’ll be okay. You’ll see. Alex is on his way.”
 
   In the distance, she spotted an elderly man in a cardigan sweater standing on the opposite side of the fence. Was he the infamous Mr. Brubaker that Keely had told her about? The one they suspected was the reason the white dog had been taken away? The same man who had threatened to call animal control on Duke for howling at night while Jama stayed here?
 
   Her blood pumped fast and furious within her head and she was tempted to march across the yard and tell the man what she thought of his meddling, but Duke whimpered when she moved her foot and she looked down at him.
 
   “Come on, move your head. I can’t take a step with you like that.”
 
   The dog ignored her and her level of frustration increased. She didn’t want to jerk her foot out from under him, but he wasn’t leaving her much choice. Moving her foot back and forth she tried to coax him off it, but he wouldn’t budge an inch.
 
   “Duke. I mean it. You have to move your head.”
 
   The dog jumped up and ran over to the fence again at the sound of a vehicle pulling in the drive.  Alex had made record time coming home and she hurried over to the fence to wait with the dog.
 
   “Hi,” she called as he got out of the truck.
 
   “How’s it going?”
 
   “Not bad. I think your neighbor has been watching me.”
 
   He nodded, planting his hands on his hips. A muscle at his jaw twitched. “He’d better keep his distance is all I can say for him.”
 
   Duke barked and Alex ruffled his ears with his hands. “I know, boy. He’s a meddling old man.”
 
   “Maybe he’s lonely?”
 
   “I thought that at first after his wife died and I tried to be nice to him, but then it became obvious he didn’t want a friend. Anyway, I called the local shelter while I drove over.”
 
   “Do they have the dog?”
 
   “Yeah they do and we can go get her.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   “When I explained the situation of how she’d come to be in my backyard, they informed me that the report said the complaint came from Mr. Brubaker. He stated a stray had gotten into my yard and he feared for my dog’s safety. The thing that really gets me is that the man knew I had been taking care of the dog for the last few days. We’d even talked about it because I didn’t want him doing anything like this if he should see her here.”
 
   “You had?”
 
   “Yeah. She came back the other night and I was able to get close enough to her. She doesn’t have any tags. And the shelter is going to check to see if she has a chip that might tell us who she belongs to. If not, then I can adopt her if I want. Or maybe you’d be interested in her?”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Sure. Why not?”
 
   She shook her head. “I live in an apartment complex that doesn’t allow pets. I—I’ve never even owned one before.”
 
   “That’s too bad.”
 
   “Don’t get me wrong.” She cautioned shifting her weight from foot to foot. “I like dogs. And I especially like Duke since I’ve gotten to know him through Keely and now you. A—and while I think I’m missing out on a lot by not being able to have a dog, I—I’m just not sure a large breed would be the right fit for me.”
 
   Alex slowly grinned. “No problem. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot. Come on, let’s go to the shelter and bring her home.”
 
   “Sure. I gave Duke more water.” She hurried to the gate and Duke followed her. Opening it, she slipped through and latched it closed behind her. “We’ll be back, boy.”
 
   The dog flopped down and looked up at her with a woeful expression. She glanced over at Alex. “Should we take him with us?”
 
   “No. My truck isn’t large enough inside for the four of us. And I wouldn’t feel right putting either of them in the truck bed to ride.”
 
   She nodded and looked back at Duke. “Sorry. You can’t come with us. Maybe another time, okay?”
 
   The dog sighed as if he’d been rejected and laid his head down. She hurried to her car to grab her purse. When she climbed into the truck she turned to Alex. “Doesn’t he break your heart?”
 
   He laughed, shaking his head. “No. Why is it that females fall for his moping around? You automatically assume there is something wrong with him. He’s perfectly content, that’s just the way he is. Keely fussed over him when she first moved in, calling me because she thought there was something wrong. And I’d say that is what got Jama too, except the only person she knew to call was his vet. That’s just Duke.”
 
   “Good thing she did too or she and Kyle wouldn’t be together today.”
 
   He winked at her and started the truck then backed out. Once he was on the road he reached over to take her hand. “How have you been this week?”
 
   “Busy with work and crossing things off Kimberly’s wedding to-do list. What about you?”
 
   “The same. With work I mean. Thank God, I’m not at your sister’s beck and call.”
 
   She chuckled. “I wish I’d not been so willing to help, but if this takes some of the stress off of her then I’m glad to do it.”
 
   They reached the interstate and he released her hand so he could keep both on the steering wheel. He merged into heavy traffic and changed lanes a few times to take the route they needed. “You know I’ll have to come up with a name for the white dog. I can’t call her girl all the time.”
 
   “True. Her name should fit her personality too. The way she was so skittish around people, but comfortable around Duke is a good example. Does she think of herself as above others or was it because we scared her?”
 
   “So you’re saying she’s cautious?”
 
   Sue nodded.
 
   “What about Lady?”
 
   She shook her head. “Lady makes me think of something dainty and she’s definitely not that. She’s strong and bold the way she came into your yard. She didn’t let Duke frighten her away.”
 
   “Hmmm.” He scratched his chin and she watched him, wondering how he kept his permanent five o’clock shadow so trim. Did he have a special attachment for his razor? Or did he use the disposable kind? 
 
   “Queenie!” His pronouncement startled her from her thoughts and she jumped.
 
   “Queenie. Queenie.” She said it over a few times. “I think that works.”
 
   “Duke and Queenie. I like it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex grinned while taking the next exit off the interstate which would allow them the reach the animal shelter. Sue had been staring at him. He’d caught her doing it while he was driving. He’d missed her this week, but he’d also recalled what Keely had suggested about giving them some space. He’d done that, but it had been murder to go even a few days without talking or seeing her after spending time together last weekend. He was sure it was the newness of their relationship making him feel that way. Compounded by the fact he’d spent the last three years in Alaska where he knew so few people. Sure he’d made a few new friends and he’d went out a few times, but for the most part it had all been about work.
 
   He pulled to a stop outside the shelter and cut the motor. He leaned toward her and opened the dash, pulling out a leash. “I keep an extra one in here in case I need it. You never know when Duke is going make a run for it or break the one he’s using. I’ve had both happen before.”
 
   She nodded, smiling at him. He breathed in her soft perfume, finding it hard to take his eyes off of her. Shutting the compartment, he moved toward her and brushed his lips against hers for a quick kiss. She leaned into him and returned the kiss before he could pull away. When he did, she started to protest, but he placed a finger over her lips. 
 
   “That’s what gets us in trouble.”
 
   “Then why’d you kiss me?”
 
   “Because I couldn’t stand being with you another moment without doing it.”
 
   She smiled. “We’re doomed. Aren’t we?”
 
   “Not doomed. Tortured.”
 
   She sat back. “I enjoy kissing you.”
 
   “So do I. But once we start I don’t want to stop.”
 
   “Neither do I.” She touched his face. “What are we going to do?”
 
   He shrugged and reached to open his door. “Not kiss.”
 
   Her blue eyes enlarged when he said that and he knew she didn’t agree. He didn’t like that solution either, but what else could they do?
 
   He got out and waited for her by the door. “Have you ever been to a shelter before?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He took her hand. “Don’t think about how many homeless animals are in here. Brace yourself because you can’t take them all home with you. Nor can you change the world.”
 
   She nodded and took a deep breath. “Okay.”
 
   He opened the door and a cacophony of barking assaulted them.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Sue stood under the shower head letting the hot water wash over her and cried. Alex had warned her and she’d thought she was prepared to see the animals in cages at the shelter, but the number had been more that she anticipated. She had not expected to see so many puppies and kittens either. She had never been so glad to leave that place, but when they did Queenie was all theirs. Alex had insisted even though he was adopting the dog, it was as much hers as his if she wanted to share ownership since she couldn’t have a pet at her apartment and he had more than enough room at his place.
 
   Now she was kicking herself for agreeing. What if they broke up? What if it was a bad one and neither wanted to lay eyes on the other again. Wouldn’t she feel she was abandoning the dog?
 
   Hearing the phone ring, she turned off the water and wiped the water from her face before opening the shower door and stepping onto the bathmat. She reached for a dry towel and quickly wrapped it around her body before sprinting into her bedroom to grab the phone.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Oh good, you’re at home.” Her sister’s cheery voice made her cringe.
 
   “I was in the shower. Did the phone ring long?”
 
   “Not very. Listen, I just got off the phone with the caterer. She has the mint mold ready for me to see and a new cake flavor she wants me to try. I thought you might like to go with me and give your opinion.”
 
   “Sure. What time?”
 
   “In about an hour? And I thought if you didn’t have anything else planned for this afternoon we’d go to lunch and see a movie?”
 
   She took a jagged breath, nodding. “That sounds like a great idea.”
 
   “Something’s wrong. I can hear it in your voice. Is it Alex? Did you have a fight?”
 
   “No. It isn’t Alex. We went to the animal shelter yesterday afternoon, and I can’t stop thinking about those poor animals needing homes.”
 
   “Why would he take you there? I know Knoxville is pretty much an eating out kind of town. We’ve got more restaurants than anything other than churches, but surely he could have found a better date spot than the animal shelter.”
 
   Sue laughed before she explained to her sister why they’d gone.
 
   “Well, you’ve always had a soft spot for animals. I can see why you’ve reacted this way and sharing a pet with him is sweet. It means he expects you and him to be together for a very long time.”
 
   “But what if we aren’t?”
 
   “Sue, dear, stop with all the what ifs and just enjoy it. You like him. He likes you. End of discussion. I’ll be by to get you in forty-five minutes. Don’t make me park and come up to get you.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll be ready.”
 
   “You better be. Bye.”
 
    Hanging up the phone, she hurried back into her bathroom to blow-dry her hair and get dressed. When she finished, she looked at the time and saw she had five minutes to spare. So she grabbed her purse, a lightweight jacket for the theater and her cellphone, giving Alex a call to check on Queenie as she headed downstairs to wait for Kimberly.
 
   “Hey, I was just thinking about you,” he said when he answered.
 
   “All good thoughts I hope.”
 
   “Of course. I know we have lunch plans tomorrow, but would you want to go hiking with me, say next Saturday? We can go to the mountains and see the fall colors. It’s almost peak time and it’s beautiful up there.”
 
   “Hiking? I don’t really hike.”
 
   “No problem. I thought we’d go to Cades Cove and explore. It’s not like I’d take you on a major hike. You don’t even have to have hiking boots for what we’ll do.”
 
   She thought about it for a second. “Okay. It sounds fun.”
 
   “Then, it’s a date.”
 
   “Yeah. How’s Queenie?”
 
   “She’s okay. We had a rough time last night. She had been sleeping on the back porch with Duke since the middle of the week, but she wasn’t so sure about it after being taken away and put in a cage. I guess the closed space seemed too confining for her. But I finally got her settled down.”
 
   “I’m sorry you had to deal with that alone.”
 
   “No problem. I made myself a pallet and laid out there with them until she fell asleep, then I came inside. I’ll do it again tonight if I need to and keep doing it until she feels safe being here.”
 
   “What about Mr. Brubaker?”
 
   “I already had a talk with him. He was out while I was raking the back yard this morning. I told him the dog was now mine so no need to call animal control again. And if he had a problem with my dogs he should call me first.”
 
   “I bet that went over well.”
 
   “He did seem shocked that I’d adopt her. And he warned me that a stray female could come with hidden baggage. Just be prepared.”
 
   “Baggage?”
 
   “Puppies.”
 
   “Oh. You don’t think she is, do you?”
 
   “The vet at the shelter who checked for a chip implant and then inserted one with my info did not indicate he’d found anything like that. They did blood work to check for worms, heartworms, and gave her a rabies shot. You’d think if she was, they’d have seen signs of it. But to be on the safe side, I’ll make an appointment with Kyle for next week and take her in to make sure there is nothing wrong with her.”
 
   “Okay. That sounds good. Maybe after we get back from Mrs. Wright’s tomorrow I can come over for a bit to see her before you bring me home?”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   “Good. I look forward to it.” She saw her sister’s car come barreling into the apartment complex’s parking lot. “I need to go. Kimberly’s here and we are going to go see her caterer.”
 
   “Have fun.”
 
   “I’ll try. See you tomorrow.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex arrived at Sue’s apartment complex the next day at precisely noon. He picked up the cellophane wrapped flowers he’d bought at the local grocery store’s floral department and hurried up the flight of stairs to her apartment. Knocking on the door, he took a few calming breaths not understanding why he felt so nervous. So they were going to Darren’s mother’s for lunch. It wasn’t like he was taking Sue to meet his mom. And Lillian Wright already knew Sue. Maybe it was the whole having a meal with a mother kind of thing. Or maybe it was because Keely would be there as well. 
 
   When the door opened, he smiled, taking in the pretty dress she wore and how the color of blue complimented her eyes. “You look beautiful.”
 
   “Thank you. Are those for me?”
 
   “Yes.” He handed her the bouquet.
 
   “Come in while I put them in water. You really didn’t have to bring me flowers, but I’m glad you did. That was very thoughtful of you.”
 
   He closed the door and followed her into the kitchen. She laid the flowers on the counter before she opened up a cabinet and tried to stand on her tiptoes to reach a crystal vase on the top shelf.
 
   “Let me get that for you.” He stepped forward and brushed up against her as she moved out of the way for him. The maneuver brought them nose to nose and neither moved for a moment. He breathed in her sweet perfume, staring into her eyes.
 
   He wanted to pull her into his arms and kiss her, but they’d had a long discussion on the subject Friday night before she left his place. No kissing except for a good night kiss until they were certain it wouldn’t lead to anything more. Which at the time sounded like a good plan, but now…well it sounded ludicrous. How could they be certain of anything where kissing was concerned?
 
   He looked away and reached for the vase, sitting it on the counter. When he turned back, she was still standing there, staring at him like a deer in the headlights.
 
   “This isn’t going to work is it?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “I want to kiss you.”
 
   “And I want to kiss you.”
 
   “But we can’t.”
 
   “No.”
 
   He stared at her for a moment more, before stepping away. “I’ll wait for you outside.”
 
   “I won’t be long.”
 
   Sue turned on the faucet and filled the vase with water, clipped the stay fresh packet and sprinkled the powder into the water before arranging the flowers. She washed her hands and dried them before she reached into her bra and fished out the blood-red stone that had sprung forth from the gris-gris when Alex brushed against her. Lucinda had said it would do it and it had. If she’d ever had any doubts about the charm’s powers, this proved they were true. She went into the bathroom and tried to see how she could put the stone back inside the charm, but it wouldn’t open which meant there was no feasible way for the stone to have escaped if it didn’t open.
 
   Not sure what to do with the stone, she put it in the small side pocket of the dress and planned to ask Keely about it when she saw her. She felt rattled as she joined Alex outside.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Did something happen?”
 
   “No. I need to talk to your sister.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He opened the door to his truck for her and she got inside, putting on her belt as she tried to reason with herself about the stone. Then it hit her like a ton of bricks that the stone wasn’t what she should be worried about. It was Alex. He was the one. And hadn’t she been feeling like that for the last two weeks? It didn’t really matter that they’d just met. When true love happened it just did. Time wasn’t a factor in anything.
 
   He got into the truck and started the motor. She reached for his hand, entwining her fingers with his. He looked at her funny, but she only smiled at him. 
 
   “Are you sure you are okay?”
 
   “I’ve never been more perfect.”
 
   He slowly nodded and brought her hand to his mouth, kissing it. Then he released it. “I need both hands to drive until we get on the road.”
 
   She nodded, leaning her head back against the headrest and thought about their future together. She should have no worries now, but she did. What if he didn’t feel the same?
 
   When they got to Mrs. Wright’s house, she saw Keely and Darren going up the walk. She unfastened her seat belt before Alex even came to a complete stop and opened her door as soon as he put the truck in park.
 
   She got out and called to Keely, stopping her from going inside. “Can I talk to you?”
 
   “Sure.” Keely turned to Darren. “Go on in. I won’t be long.”
 
   “Are you sure everything is all right?” Alex asked, following her up the walk.
 
   “Yes. Go on in with Darren.”
 
   “What is going on?” Keely asked as soon as the front door closed.
 
   Sue reached into the pocket and brought out the blood-red stone. “This happened before we came here.”
 
   Keely’s mouth dropped opened and she looked at the stone and then back up at Sue. “Wow. That didn’t happen for me until after I found Darren in the shower in what I thought was my bathroom at the lodge in the Blue Ridge Mountains. But it turned out we had a common bathroom that his twin sisters didn’t tell me about. Jama was behind that weekend. Remember?”
 
   Sue nodded, recalling the story. “I accept this happening and what it means, but how do I get it back inside the charm?”
 
   “You don’t. Only Lucinda knows how that happens. I’m sure she’s going to be here today. She and Lillian have been thick as thieves since the Blue Ridge Mountain trip. We’ll just ask her.”
 
   “Is there anything I should know?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What should I expect now that this has happened? Has the charm done its work and that’s it? Do I give it back to her? Or does someone else get it now?”
 
   Keely bit at her lower lip. “No. You shouldn’t give it back. Not yet. Lucinda will tell you when to return it. She’ll also know who should get it next. If anyone. So tell me, how did it happen for you?”
 
   “He brought me flowers, and I needed help getting a vase down. He brushed against me and I felt the stone fall down into my bra.”
 
   “It did that to me too. It’s a prickly little stone.” She wrapped her arm around Sue’s shoulders and squeezed as they walked toward the house. “This happened pretty early in your relationship with Alex. That must mean the two of you are really Vous Deux.”
 
   “I know. What if it’s wrong?”
 
   “The gris-gris is never wrong, child,” Lucinda said from where she stood on the stoop. “Lillian has the food on the table and she sent me to find you. So it has happened?”
 
   Sue nodded. “What should I do?”
 
   “Why nothing of course.”
 
   “But the stone?” She held out her hand for Lucinda to see.
 
   “Is pretty and a labor of love that the gris-gris spews forth when the time is right. It’s like a clam producing an oyster. Same principle. Come and we shall go eat. You’ve upset Alex enough. He thinks he did something wrong. Go put the boy at ease.”
 
   Lucinda plucked the stone out of her hand and Sue went inside to find Alex. He was standing in the dining room with Darren talking.
 
   Lillian came in with a basket of rolls. “Good. Everyone is here. Let’s gather around, join hands, and say the blessing. Alex, will you do the honors today? I have a feeling you have much to be thankful for these days.”
 
    Sue took his hand and the hand of Lucinda as they bowed their heads.
 
   “Thank you Heavenly Father for bringing us here today to share in the many blessings of friendship and family. Thank you for bringing me back home so I can be a part of these wonderful people’s lives. Bless Keely and Darren as they prepare for the new life that will soon be joining their home, taking them from being a couple to a family. And bless the hands of the one who prepared the meal today. All these things we ask in your name. Amen.”
 
   “Amen.” Lucinda pulled out her chair and sat down, using her napkin to blot at the corner of her eye. “You could always say a touching prayer, my boy. I remember that one Thanksgiving when you insisted on being allowed to say it. You couldn’t have been more than five. You prayed for I know ten minutes asking a blessing for all the trees, the animals and even that poor roasted turkey we were able to eat.”
 
   “Lucinda, come on, you exaggerate.”
 
   “No she isn’t. I remember,” Keely assured him. “I thought Mom and Dad were going to crack up by the time you finished talking about how thankful you were for even the worms in the ground. But you were so serious about it they couldn’t be mad.”
 
   “How sweet.” Sue squeezed his hand and tried to imagine him as a small boy praying at the table. 
 
   “Children can be that. It’s when they grow up that they seem less interested in eating the meal and talking. Let’s all fill our plates before the food gets cold,” Lillian urged. “This reminds me of the Sunday dinner when Jama first brought Kyle over. Remember, Lucinda?”
 
   The woman nodded, reaching for her iced tea. “That was an interesting affair for sure.”
 
   “What happened?” Darren asked, taking a spoonful of potatoes from the bowl.
 
   “Your sister was beside herself going on about that necklace Lucinda gave her. You know the one. Sue has it now.”
 
   At the mention of her name, Sue swallowed and reached up, placing her hand over the gris-gris.
 
   Alex glanced over at her. “Lucinda was the one who gave you the necklace you’re always wearing?”
 
   “Yes,” she said softly.
 
   “Interesting.”
 
   “Why was Jama so upset?” Darren asked.
 
   Lucinda put down her fork. “It was silly really. She had it in her head that she didn’t need to wear it anymore, but I pointed out the error she was making. She put it back on and we finished the meal.”
 
    “And then it didn’t seem like it was any time before Kyle asked her to marry him.” Lillian beamed, handing the basket of rolls to Alex. 
 
   He placed a piece of bread on his plate before handing the basket to Sue. “So are you into matchmaking these days, Lucinda?”
 
   “Call it what you will, dear boy. I like to think of it as guiding two wandering souls together.”
 
   “Sounds like the same thing to me.”
 
   “But I don’t do it often. Only when I see the need, when a heart is looking for its Vous Deux. That is when I step in.”
 
   “Vous Deux?”
 
   “Soul mate,” Keely said.
 
   “Is that what you thought?” Sue asked. “Funny. I just wanted to meet someone and start dating again.”
 
   Alex grinned. “Well you did that at least, even if you haven’t found this Vous Deux she’s talking about.”
 
   Sue nodded and dug into her potatoes.
 
   Darren chuckled, then yelped turning in his seat toward Keely. “Why’d you kick me?”
 
   “Muscle spasm. Sorry, darling.” She rubbed her tummy and looked quite innocent. “Please pass me the carrots.”
 
   A silence came over the room as they ate until Lillian served dessert of hot rhubarb pie and vanilla ice cream. 
 
   “This is wonderful, Mrs. Wright,” Alex told her as Keely slipped out of the room.
 
   “Please, call me Lillian. I’m glad you like it. And if you don’t already have plans for the holidays I hope you will consider joining us. My girls Patty and Claire will be here as well as Keely, Darren, Jama and Kyle and the twins.”
 
   “Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
    Keely came back to the table with a second helping of pie and ice cream. “Sorry, but this is so good.”
 
   “No apologies needed, dear. Eat all you want. The baby knows what it likes.”
 
   “Yes it does, but I have to watch giving into cravings or I’ll be big as a house. I can’t seem to get enough of sweets and I read somewhere that is a sign the baby is a girl.”
 
   “But you also like beef and chicken and didn’t we read in that magazine that is a sign it’s a boy?” Darren said.
 
   “You wouldn’t have to be guessing if you’d just find out the sex,” Alex said.
 
   “That’s what I say,” Lillian agreed.
 
   “I kind of like the mystery of not knowing.” Sue smiled when all eyes turned to her.
 
   “Seriously?” Alex asked.
 
   “Yes. I don’t know if I’d find out if I were expecting either.”
 
   “See, Alex.” Keely scooped up a big piece of pie and ice cream, blowing on the pie before sticking it in her mouth.
 
   “If you won’t allow modern technology to tell you, why not get Lucinda to reveal the future to you.”
 
   Lucinda chuckled. “My powers do not work that way, dear boy.  And you should know that after all these years. But then, you are a skeptic when it comes to what I can do. Oh sure, you humor me, but I know what you truly think. But deep down, far back in the recesses of your mind there is this tiny glimmer of hope and before long it will change your way of thinking.”
 
   Alex grunted and pushed back from the table. “I know I have said this already but it has been a wonderful meal.”
 
   “I’m glad. Come into the kitchen and I’ll dish up some leftovers for you to take home. There has to be enough for you to get at least one meal out of them for this week.”
 
   “Thank you, but you don’t have to go to any trouble.”
 
   “It isn’t trouble at all,” Lillian insisted.
 
   “You might as well take the food. She won’t let you leave here without it,” Darren said.
 
   Looking embarrassed, Alex followed her into the kitchen. 
 
   When he was gone, Sue covered her face with her hands. “That couldn’t have been more awkward.” 
 
   Lucinda patted her on the arm. “Don’t fret, child. It will be okay. He is your Vous Deux and the gris-gris never lies.”
 
   “I can’t believe Lillian would bring it up so casually.”
 
   Darren shook his head. “She didn’t realize what she was doing.”
 
   “And then to say how Kyle asked Jama to marry him so soon after…Do you think he feels I expect something like that?”
 
   “No. I’m sure he doesn’t,” Keely added. “At least I don’t think he does.”
 
   Sue didn’t find her words reassuring.
 
   Lillian came back to the doorway. “Sue, would you like to take some pie home with you?”
 
   “Thank you. That would be nice.”
 
    “I’ve also got enough roast for a sandwich. Would you like that as well?”
 
   She nodded. “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t mention it, dear. I live to feed others.”
 
   Darren laughed. “Now, she does. When we were growing up she was never at home to cook because she worked two jobs.”
 
   “She provided for her family. Nothing wrong with that.” Lucinda stood and began clearing away the empty dessert dishes. “And by looking at you, you didn’t starve.”
 
   “No we didn’t. Patty and Claire cooked, and Jama cleaned and took care of me.”
 
   “Where was your father?” Sue asked, clearing dishes as well.
 
   “He left when I was small.”
 
   Lucinda shook her head. “It’s such a shame too because your mother is a wonderful woman. She didn’t deserve that.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
 
   “It’s fine, Sue.” Darren shook his head. “He made his choice. I accepted a long time ago that he didn’t care anything about his family. And we were much better off with him out of the picture.”
 
   Keely placed her hand over his, squeezing it, and he looked at her.
 
   “You don’t have to worry. I won’t ever do that to you or our little one.”
 
   “I’m not worried, darling. Not at all.”
 
   Sue thought about what a stigma being abandoned by a parent could have on a child and she felt blessed to have lived in a home with both parents. She’d never had to deal with the loss whether from death or divorce. She gathered the silverware and then carried the dishes out to the kitchen where Lillian and Alex were doing the dishes.
 
   Stopping in the doorway, she watched their interaction for a few moments and smiled.
 
   “He’s a good catch,” Lucinda whispered, coming up behind her.
 
   She nodded. Had she really caught him?  Only time would tell.
 
      
 
    
 
   Alex drove back to his house, after taking Sue home, thinking about what Lucinda had said about that necklace Sue was all the time wearing. He remembered when they’d first met that she’d said a friend of her boss had given it to her and that it was very unique. At the time he didn’t know her boss had been his sister or that the friend had been Lucinda. 
 
   It all made perfect sense now. Hadn’t Keely stood in his kitchen and told him about the necklace Lucinda had given her and the magical powers it possessed? 
 
   Pulling up outside his house, he put the truck in park and got out. Both dogs came over to the fence. Duke jumped up in his usual way to be petted. Queenie hung back. He figured in a few weeks she’d be over her shyness and more comfortable around him.
 
   She had taken to Sue which was good. He took to her too. He didn’t care if Lucinda had given her that necklace with the promise of it having magical powers. Slipping his hand into his pocket, he felt of the little bottle that held the good luck potion. How could he fault Sue for wearing that necklace if he was going to carry around this bottle? He wasn’t sure why he did it other than maybe this was that little ray of hope Lucinda had that he’d come to believe in her mumbo jumbo.
 
   He didn’t buy into voodoo, but he did believe in Sue and their chemistry together. For now, that was enough.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Sue carried the shopping bags into her apartment amazed at how many there were. She’d only gone to get her shoes for the wedding, but then she’d found the perfect sheer hosiery to wear with them and a full length slip to keep the dress from clinging in places it shouldn’t. The wedding boutique sales girl had been more than helpful and her pocket book had taken a hit for it, but it was for her sister’s happiness. She knew Kimberly would do the same when her big day came along. At least she hoped she would.
 
   Sighing, she carried the bags to her bedroom and put the shoe box in her closet and then stored the slip and hose in her top dresser drawer with her new strapless bra. Sitting down on the bed, she kicked off her shoes and curled up on her side. 
 
   She’d been giving more thought to the type of bachelorette party Kimberly would want. Her sister was great to be with and they always had fun when they went out. However, she knew that their having fun together was different than the type of fun Kimberly had when she was out with her friends. It was obvious every time she got together with the other bridesmaids. 
 
   Therefore, she didn’t want to disappoint her sister, nor did she want to regurgitate a Tennessee version of ‘bachelorette gone wild’. Hiring a stripper was over rated. Bar hopping for a night might work, but she didn’t feel comfortable with that either. But it wasn’t about her comfort level. It was about her sister and throwing her a great party.
 
   Getting up, she went to her desk in the living room and opened up her laptop to do another search for ideas. She really was running out of time on this and maybe she was over thinking it.
 
   Her computer started making chiming sounds and a video screen popped up. She sat down in front of the computer and adjusted her volume level as her mother’s smiling face came into view.
 
   “Hello, darling. How are you?” 
 
   “I’m good. And you and dad?” she asked still amazed that her parents liked to video chat instead of calling her on the phone.
 
   “Not bad at all. Getting excited about seeing our girls again. As it turns out, we won’t get up there until the morning of the wedding. We’ll miss the rehearsal and dinner.”
 
   “Oh no! Did you tell Kimberly yet?”
 
   “Yes. And she is okay with it. Not happy, but she understands your dad’s predicament.” 
 
   Sue listened as her mom explained how her dad had a procedure scheduled, but that the doctor had to reschedule.
 
   “Of course your father agreed to the date they said and then realized it was too close to when we were planning to drive up. He tried to reschedule, but the next available date was in January and he’d have to go through the recertification process to satisfy insurance requirements again, not to mention we’ve already met our deductible for this year.  It made more sense to delay our leaving Florida until he can travel. If your father would fly we’d be there much sooner, but you know he can’t.”
 
   “Poor daddy and his phobia.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Who are you talking to, Priscilla?”
 
   Sue heard her dad’s voice before he came into view. “Hi, daddy.”
 
   “Hi, pumpkin. How’s my girl?”
 
   “I’m good.”
 
   “You don’t sound it. What’s wrong?” Her dad sat down in front of the computer beside her mom.
 
   “Trying to plan the perfect bachelorette party for Kimberly. Nothing I can think of sounds good enough to me. I wish she had asked one of her girlfriends to plan it.”
 
      “But she asked you, dear. She knew you were the best person to plan it,” her mother assured. “Trust your instincts.”
 
   “Bachelorette party. I don’t get why girls today think they need to have one. It was created for the man to live it up one last time.”
 
   Her mother glared at her father. “You didn’t have one when we got married.”
 
   Her dad smirked. “That’s what I let you believe.”
 
   “Donald Charles, are you telling me you’ve kept a secret like that from me for thirty years?”
 
   “I guess I am.”
 
   “Well.” Her mom looked hurt. “We’ll talk to you soon, dear.” 
 
   The video chat session ended and the screen went black. Sue didn’t envy her dad at the moment.
 
   She got up and went into the kitchen to fix her dinner. As she made a salad, she thought about what her mother had said. Kimberly had asked her to plan the party, not anyone else. That meant Kimberly knew what Sue was comfortable with and more than likely wanted the same. 
 
    
 
    
 
   An angry knock pounded at Sue’s apartment door waking her from another wonderful dream about Alex. She groaned because it was her day off and she’d planned to sleep in, but whoever was at her door, had another idea for this Saturday morning. Reluctantly she crawled out of bed and walked to her door, grabbing her robe off the back. Slipping it on, she loosely tied the belt. The knocking continued.
 
   “I’m coming. I’m coming.” She called, rubbing her eyes to become fully awake. Fumbling with the security chain, she peeped out of the peep hole to see who it was and gritted her teeth. “Kimberly, you better have a good reason for coming here this early.”
 
   “Oh I do.” Her sister stomped into the apartment dressed for yoga and began pacing the distance between the living room and the kitchen. “I’m going to kill Brandon.”
 
   That statement had Sue smiling. On more than one occasion she found Phil and Alex’s friend annoying and an unwanted third wheel. “What has he done?”
 
   “It’s what he’s planning to do.” Her sister pulled out a stool at the counter and sat down, drumming her fingers in a staccato rhythm on the granite.
 
   Going to the sink, she turned on the water to begin filling the coffee maker to brew a pot anxious to hear what her sister found so offensive. But she didn’t say anything. She only kept strumming her fingers. “Kimberly, for all that is holy, just spit it out. The suspense is killing me.”
 
   “He wants to take my Phil to Las Vegas for a bachelor weekend. A simple poker game in Knoxville like Phil wants isn’t good enough. No. Brandon wants to take Phil clear across the country to Sin City.”
 
   Sue crossed her arms. If Brandon went through with his plan, then that meant Alex would be going too. She wasn’t sure she liked this idea any more than Kimberly did, but she couldn’t stop it from happening if they decided to go. They were grown men after all. 
 
   “Phil has a right to have a bachelor party just like you have the right to a bachelorette party.”
 
   Kimberly ran her fingers through her hair from her forehead back and shook her head. “He can do it here. Not in Vegas!”
 
   “Be reasonable. You wouldn’t like it one bit if I was throwing you a weekend trip to Vegas and Phil was pitching a fit about it.”
 
   “That’s it!” Kimberly jumped off the stool and hugged her. “We’ll schedule my bachelorette party to coincide with his bachelor party. You, Audra and I will hop a plane out there for the same weekend they are going. It will be perfect.”
 
   Sue shook her head. “I can’t afford to fly to Vegas. Besides, I had something much more low key planned for your bachelorette.”
 
   Her sister shook her head, dug in her purse for her wallet and pulled out a credit card. “It’s my wedding and I want to go to Vegas.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I’ll find out from Phil the details and let you know.”
 
   “Kim—”
 
   “It’s settled. Put the tickets on my card. Emergencies like this are what they make plastic for.”
 
   “This isn’t an emergency!”
 
   “It could be. I’m not taking a chance on Phil going out there and getting drunk and waking up the next morning married to some cocktail waitress.”
 
   Sue scratched her head. “I see your point. I’ll take care of it.”
 
   Her sister smiled and hugged her tight. “You really are my best friend and I’m so glad you agreed to be my maid of honor.”
 
   “I just hope the guys don’t mind us crashing their weekend.”
 
   “Don’t worry about them. We’re doing this for their own good.”
 
   Sue snickered at that. It was more like Kimberly’s own good, but she didn’t want to elicit the wrath of bridezilla on her head. So she kept quiet. “You want some coffee?”
 
   “No. I don’t have time. I’ve got to get to my zumba class. You should come with me.”
 
   “I’m going hiking with Alex later. I’ll get a workout then.”
 
   “Sweet. I gotta run. Thanks for taking care of this.”
 
   “No problem. That’s what your maid of honor is here for, to make your life easier as the wedding approaches.”
 
   “Isn’t that the truth!” Kimberly waved as she went out the door.
 
   Filling a mug with steaming coffee, she went back to her bedroom to pick out what she would wear for her hiking date with Alex. Jeans and a long sleeve polo definitely to keep her legs and arms from getting scraped or bitten. It still was pretty warm during the days so maybe a light-weight jacket or long sleeved flannel shirt in case she got cool as they reached higher elevation.  Since she didn’t have hiking boots, Alex said her cross-trainers would do. But if they did this on a regular basis, she might need to think about investing in a pair.
 
   With her mind settled on her attire, she crawled back in bed and sipped her coffee while she scrolled through her email on her phone to see if anything important had come through. It was still too early to call Alex, but she really wanted to talk to him. For no other reason than to hear his voice.
 
   Perhaps she could call to check on Queenie. That would be a legitimate reason to call this early. But it wasn’t even eight yet. She’d have to wait at least another hour.
 
    
 
    
 
   “She can’t do this, Alex.” Brandon protested, slamming his truck door closed before coming into the fenced yard. “We can’t allow Kimberly to crash Phil’s bachelor party.”
 
   Queenie jumped up and ran away at the intrusion to her sanctuary while Duke raised his head and yawned before rolling onto his side.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Alex looked up from the pile of leaves he’d been raking before his friend showed up unannounced.
 
   Brandon planted his hands on his hips. “I thought the three of us could fly out to Vegas for the weekend, kick back and hang loose. Have one last good time together before Phil gets himself shackled. But Phil mentioned it to Kimberly and she’s insisting that Sue has also planned a trip to Vegas for her bachelorette party. She thinks we should all go out together.” He kicked at the pile of leaves sending a few scattering. “Isn’t it bad enough that we’re losing our poker buddy to her, now she wants to take our last weekend together away as well?”
 
   Alex grimaced and raked the stray leaves back into the pile before using the rake to scoop them up and put them in a bag to take to the compost site at work. “This is news to me. When were you going to tell me about this trip?”
 
   “I’m telling you now. I wanted to run it by Phil first and he said he’d have to think about it. But what he really meant was he had to get Kimberly’s approval. That’s been the way it’s gone ever since they started dating. She’s got him whipped. So what do you say? Are you game?”
 
   Alex leaned the rake against the side of the house and filled Duke and Queenie’s food bowls with kibble before he dumped out the water and turned on the water hose to put in fresh. “I don’t know. I’d have to get someone to watch out for my dogs. But if I can swing it, I don’t think it sounds so bad to me if the girls go too.”
 
   “Of course it doesn’t.” Brandon stomped around causing Duke to get up and go to the other side of the big oak tree. “You and Sue have become a nice little item. The next thing I know you’ll be getting married and I’ll be all alone.”
 
   “Now wait a second.” Alex turned off the water. “I may be dating, but I’m not getting hitched any time soon.”
 
   “You say that now, but so did Phil a year ago and look at him now. We’re less than a month away from his wedding. The next thing we’ll know he’ll have a kid on the way.”
 
   “That’s all part of life.” Alex slapped him on his back. “We’re getting older, buddy. Our lives are changing. Maybe you should consider settling down too.”
 
   “No way.”
 
   “It can’t be all bad. Even Duke has a lady friend now.”
 
   Brandon squatted down and rubbed the bloodhound’s side. “Man, that’s sad. You’re rubbing off on your dog.”
 
   Alex laughed. “You want to come inside and get something to drink?”
 
   “No. I can’t stay. I’m going out.”
 
   “Oh?” 
 
   “It’s not what you think. I’m escorting Audra to a work event. She asked if I’d take her.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I’ll see you later.”
 
   Alex watched him leave, and as soon as he was gone Queenie slinked back over to where Duke lay and joined him.
 
   He went into the house to get ready for his date with Sue. He took time to get a drink before going up to shower and change. A light flashed on the answering machine so he punched the button and heard Sue’s sweet voice.
 
   “Hi Alex. I guess you are out. I wanted to see how Queenie did last night. Is she adjusting to her new home okay? Call me back if you want, if not, I’ll see you when you come by. Looking forward to seeing you.”
 
   He was looking forward to seeing her too. So he picked up the phone and dialed her number. She answered on the second ring.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “It’s Alex. How are you doing?”
 
   “Good. Though Kimberly woke me way too early this morning with a wedding emergency.”
 
   “What now?”
 
   “It had to do with her bachelorette party, but I think I’ve got that covered.”
 
   “That’s good. I got your message. Queenie did fine last night. She really seems to enjoy being here with Duke now.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it.” There was a slight pause and he could imagine her playing with her hair behind her ear like she did sometimes. “I’m almost ready to go. Should I pack us a lunch or anything?”
 
   “Sure. My backpack has an insulated compartment that will keep things cool if anything needs refrigeration. I’ve already packed some trail mix and snacks that are good to eat while out hiking. I’ve also got the drinks covered. Water, Gatorade, sodas.”
 
   “Okay then. I’ll fix a couple of sandwiches and cut up some apples and oranges, maybe throw in some grapes too. We’ll have a nice picnic. See you when you get here.”
 
   Hanging up the phone, he hurried upstairs eager to get over there and begin their outing together. They’d been spending most of their free time together, but he didn’t mind and she didn’t object. It sure was a change from being so alone when he lived in Alaska. Maybe Brandon was right. Maybe he was headed toward matrimony and he didn’t even know it. 
 
   He turned on his stereo and selected the third track on Call Me Irresponsible. He got in the shower singing along with it and thought about making Sue Mrs. Jones in more ways than one.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   The traffic through Alcoa into Townsend to Cades Cove was light, but once they reached the loop into the Smoky Mountains it became stop and go. It had always amazed him how people from all over the United States came to the Smoky Mountains on a regular basis. Finally they were sitting in bumper to bumper traffic. After sitting without moving for five minutes, he put the truck in park and eased his foot off the brake. Being trapped in his truck with Sue and seeing the colorful fall foliage was the only consolation to this frustration.
 
   “There must be a wreck up ahead. I’ve never seen it so congested. Do you come up here often?” he asked her, reaching over to take her hand.
 
   “No. Sadly, I haven’t been here since I was a preteen. We came up on a fieldtrip if I remember correctly. We visited the old church graveyard and did chalk rubbings of the tombstones. We also took a tour that allowed us to go into one of the caves to see the bats.”
 
   “I did that in sixth grade when I went to environmental camp. That was a fun week of hiking and exploring the many facets of the mountains. Did you know they have tanks up here where all they do is raise frogs? The tanks hold the tadpoles. And the park rangers have a fenced wild boar area…at least they did when I was there.”
 
   She grinned.
 
   “Sorry. I get excited about things like that and I get off track.” 
 
   “No. It’s fine. Do you think that is what sparked your interest to be an environmental engineer?”
 
   Alex shrugged. “Maybe. I hadn’t really made the connection. Engineering seemed like a good fit for me when I started college. I’ve always liked the land and saving our resources where possible.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with that.” She took her seat belt off and scooted across the seat to sit closer to him. Once she was settled he wrapped his arm around her. “Tell me more about what you enjoy.”
 
   “I like spending time with you.”
 
   “The feeling is very mutual.”
 
   “I’m glad.”
 
   She turned to face him and he stole a kiss even though they’d agreed no kissing. He only meant to brush his lips against hers for a light peck, but as usual the kiss deepened and before he knew it, he was exploring the depths of her mouth with his tongue. She returned the kiss in kind which prompted him to continue.
 
   A horn honked a few times behind them and they pulled apart. She looked at him sheepishly and retreated to her side of the truck, putting on her seat belt.
 
   He cleared his throat and glanced at the vehicles up ahead. They had moved up a short distance, but not enough to warrant the horn blowing the guy behind them had done. But to keep the man’s road rage in check, Alex hurriedly applied his foot to the brake before taking the truck out of park. “It looks like we’re moving again. We might actually get there now.”
 
   “It looks like it. I’ll keep my fingers crossed.”
 
   She was so easy going. And it didn’t seem to matter where they went or what they did, they always had a good time together—even when their plans had to take a detour at the last minute. It made him feel they were made for each other. And when he got right down to it, he didn’t think he could find another girl who was as crazy about Michael Bublé as he was either.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her playing the necklace Lucinda gave her. 
 
   Driving the rest of the way to the entrance of Cades Cove was steady from that point forward and he drove a portion of the eleven mile loop until they came to the first parking area. He pulled over and they got out. 
 
   “There’s a trail across the field that will take us up toward a grist mill if my memory serves me right. Let’s head that way first. It isn’t too bad of a hike and should get you warmed up for a longer trek to Abrams Falls. We’ll tackle that after lunch.[bookmark: _GoBack]” 
 
   “Okay. I brought my camera so maybe we can get someone to take our picture?”
 
   “Yeah.” He took her hand and they began walking and exploring the area until they reached the old mill he had mentioned. Then they found a sunny place and he spread out a blanket for them to sit and eat their picnic lunch.
 
   Halfway through their sandwiches he said, “I hear you are taking Kimberly to Vegas for her bachelorette party. Why didn’t you mention it?”
 
   “How’d you know about that?”
 
   “Brandon. He was pretty hot under the collar about it this morning.”
 
   “I’m still working out the details.” She played with her sandwich, breaking off a small piece before popping it into her mouth.
 
   He grinned. “It wasn’t your idea was it?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “I didn’t think so, but don’t worry. I won’t mention it.” He stretched out his legs and leaned back on his elbows. He closed his eyes and turned his face up toward the sky.
 
   “Why didn’t you mention you and Brandon were taking Phil out there?”
 
   “I didn’t know we were until today.” He turned his face toward her and opened one eye to look at her. “For the record and I told Brandon this, I think it will be more fun if you girls come along.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   He sat up. “Sure.”
 
   She smiled. “Good.”
 
   “Someone needs to make sure we get back here in one piece.”
 
   “How do you know we won’t be the ones needing help to get back here?”
 
   He chuckled and raised a brow. “I seriously doubt—”
 
   “Don’t say something you’ll be embarrassed about later.”
 
   “Okay. I won’t.”
 
   “Good.” She leaned toward him and planted a quick kiss on his lips. Then she began to gather the remains of their picnic. 
 
   He folded the blanket and put it back in his backpack and stored the uneaten food in the insulated partition. Then they headed toward the falls. He liked the fact that even though Sue was shorter, she had no trouble keeping up with him, even when he got to talking and sped up walking.
 
   Several other people reached the falls at the same time they did so they weren’t alone like he’d hoped, but they were still able to explore the area. And Sue found someone to take their picture which made her happy.
 
   As they walked, she studied the photo on her digital camera.
 
   “What are you going to do, put that on your desk at work?” he teased.
 
   “No. I’d never get any work done if I did. Veronica would hang out just so she could look at you.”
 
   “Veronica?”
 
   “The receptionist. She finds you very hot. Pamela was telling me all about it the morning you dropped off the package for Keely and the rose for me.”
 
   “Pamela?”
 
   “Jama’s assistant. Apparently you coming by Wright and Associates evoked many reactions. None of which are appropriate.” 
 
   He stopped walking when he heard the sarcastic tone in her voice. “Are you jealous?”
 
   “I don’t think it’s being jealous to not want someone ogling her boyfriend.”
 
   He grinned. “I caused that much of a stir?”
 
   “Yes. Don’t act like you don’t know how gorgeous you are. You’re perfection.”
 
   “I am?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Yes. At least I think so.”
 
   He thought about what she said and it pleased him that she found him that attractive, but he didn’t think other women agreed. At least not that many. Did they?
 
   “So what was their reaction at work when you told them I was your boyfriend?”
 
   She swallowed and looked away. “I didn’t tell them.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because…well…I wasn’t sure we were an item at that time.”
 
   “But now you are?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “What changed to make you so sure?”
 
   “We adopted Queenie together.”
 
   He smiled and pulled her to him, kissing the top of her head before they began to walk the distance back to his truck. They spotted a deer along the wooded edge of the trail but it skittered away as soon as it sensed their presence.
 
   Once back at the parking area, he helped her inside his truck and they drove to the gift shop. “We better make a pit stop here before we get stuck in traffic leaving the loop. There isn’t another stop until we reach the stables.”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   Sue made her way back to the ladies room while Alex headed in the other direction of the store. Of course there was a line to the single restroom so she browsed the rack of postcards depicting scenes and wildlife found in the park. She picked out a few cards for the photographs and laid them aside to retrieve when she came back out.
 
   When she finally made it to the register with her purchase, she saw Alex waiting near the door. He grinned when she came toward him. 
 
   “Why does it always take girls longer?”
 
   “There’s always a line.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   She shrugged. “If you ever find the answer tell us. We’d love to know.”
 
   He laughed and opened the door for her. They headed back to his truck. “What did you buy?”
 
   “A few post cards. I think I can use them in my scrapbook with the photos I took today to remember our outing.”
 
   “Do you scrapbook often?”
 
   “Not really. But I might start.”
 
   He opened his truck door and helped her inside. 
 
   “Thank you, Alex.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” He lingered staring at her.
 
   She reached up and cupped his face in her hands. “Did I mention how much I like your five o’clock shadow?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I do.” She leaned in and brushed her lips against his not believing how bold she was being with him today. It felt natural to speak to him this way and she liked that. “I don’t want to go home yet.”
 
   “We don’t have to. I was going to suggest driving over to Gatlinburg or Pigeon Forge and walk around. Maybe we can grab dinner at Bubba Gumps.”
 
   She nodded, dropping her hands and sitting back. He shut the door and went around to his side to get in. She watched his every move, unable to take her eyes off of him.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Alex punched the button, ringing the doorbell for the second time at Keely and Darren’s the next day. He paced back and forth on the front porch that ran across the front of the brick rancher anxious to talk to his sister. Finally the door opened.
 
   “Alex, glad you could make it,” Darren greeted.
 
   “Where’s Keels?”
 
   “In the kitchen. Is something wrong?”
 
   “No…Yes…I don’t know.”
 
   Darren frowned and shut the door. “Okay.”
 
   He followed his brother-in-law finding it more difficult to breath with each step. He didn’t understand why it felt like someone had reached inside his chest and was squeezing. It had all started last night after he dropped Sue off and he’d had difficulty driving home. Once they left Cades Cove, he drove them over to Gatlinburg and they’d window shopped and talked, walking from one end of the strip to the other. They’d even taken the sky lift up one side of the mountain and back before going to dinner. It had been a perfect end to a perfect day with her, but he hadn’t wanted it to end.
 
   Keely stopped chopping vegetables when he walked into the kitchen. “Alex, are you okay?”
 
   He shook his head. 
 
   “Darren, get him some water.” She wiped her hands on the dishtowel lying on the counter and came over, pulling out a chair for him to sit down at the kitchen table. “Did you and Sue have a fight?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then what is wrong?”
 
   He swallowed and stared at her, shaking his head. “I don’t know. I’ve never felt like this before.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Darren handed him a bottle of water.
 
   “Like a part of me is missing.” He sat the water on the table and ran a shaking hand through his hair. “I was fine until I dropped Sue off after our date. Then I had the hardest time leaving her. I—I feel like I’m choking, that someone is trying to rip my heart from my chest.”
 
   Keely smiled and Darren placed a hand on her shoulder. She reached up and covered it with her own. 
 
   “It sounds like you’re in love, Alex,” she said. “And not the infatuation kind, but truly, madly, deeply in love.”
 
   “But we haven’t known each other that long.”
 
   “Bro, it doesn’t take long when it’s the right woman,” Darren said. 
 
   Alex looked up at him. “What am I going to do?”
 
   “You tell her how you feel. And in your case I’d say the sooner, the better.”
 
   “What if—”
 
   “Don’t question it.” Keely reached for the bottle of water and unscrewed the cap handing it to him. “Just do it.”
 
   He drank the water. What if she didn’t feel the same?
 
    
 
    
 
   Sue walked into Keely’s office the next morning with the mail and a printed schedule for the week. She laid the items on the desk and was headed back to her work area when Keely came in.
 
   “Someone’s been out in the sun.”
 
   “Yeah. Alex and I went hiking Saturday.”
 
   “Nice.”
 
   “I need to ask a favor.”
 
   “Sure. What is it?”
 
   “I need to take Friday off if that is okay. I know it’s short notice, but my sister is insisting that I throw her bachelorette party this weekend in Vegas.”
 
   “Really? Alex said he’d be going out there this weekend too for Phil’s bachelor party.”
 
   Sue nodded. “Yeah, see the urgency.”
 
   Keely nodded. “You gotta do what you gotta do. Just try to have some fun for yourself while you’re away.”
 
   “I doubt I’ll have time for it. The plan is to fly out Friday morning and then fly back Sunday. There won’t be a lot of time to do anything other than let Kimberly get wasted.”
 
   “So I’ll see you on Monday then?”
 
   “That’s the plan. And I’ll work half a day the Friday before Kimberly’s wedding to make up for it instead of taking a full day.”
 
   “I think I can manage without you both days. It isn’t like you are always asking for time off.”
 
   “Thanks. I appreciate your understanding.”
 
   “The wedding is coming up pretty soon isn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah. A little less than a month now and I can’t wait.”
 
   “I’m sure she feels the same way. I remember counting down the final days before I married Darren. It was a frantic time.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Keely smiled and picked up her mail, shuffling through it. “Yeah. I guess you do. You kept me calm through it all. When it’s your time you’ll be an old hand at planning a wedding.”
 
   She laughed. “If I even want one. Helping Kimberly has been more of a challenge than I anticipated.”
 
   “I bet you’re looking forward to seeing Alex in a tux.”
 
   She blinked. “A tux?”
 
   “Yeah. He’s a groomsman right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “What did you think I meant?”
 
   She gave a nervous giggle. “I thought…never mind. I better get back to my desk.” When she reached her work area, she opened the bottom desk drawer and took out the package of photos she’d had printed at the one hour lab yesterday. She’d had several copies in various sizes made of the picture of her and Alex. After their conversation about letting others at Wright and Associates know he was her boyfriend, she’d reconsidered putting a picture on her desk. She’d also picked up a woodsy frame from one of the many shops along the main strip in Gatlinburg.
 
   Turning the frame over, she opened the back and slipped the photo in place. Then set it on her desk so she’d see it easy enough. Satisfied she turned her attention to her work knowing she had lots to do before she could take off to Vegas on Friday.
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex double checked his wallet and suitcase to make sure he had everything for the weekend before he locked up the house and headed out to the truck. He had to pick up Brandon on the way to the airport. Mrs. Bradshaw from next door was waiting for him when he came out of the house.
 
   “Don’t you worry. I’ll take good care of Duke and Queenie while you’re gone.”
 
   “Thanks. You’ve got my number as well as Keely and Darren’s in case something should go wrong.”
 
   “Yes. I’m sure everything will be fine. Mr. Brubaker has kept to himself since the animal control incident. A few of the neighbors had a talk with him after it. I don’t think he’ll be doing that again.”
 
   He stowed his suit case in the back of the truck and walked over to the fence. Duke jumped up for him to pet. Queenie held back, but inched forward when she saw what he was doing. He was worried about how she’d handle him being gone more than Duke. Maybe it was too soon for him to be leaving her alone, but what could he do? Brandon and Phil were counting on him and he would only be gone two nights. Reluctantly he turned back to his neighbor. “Thanks again for watching them. I’ll see you Sunday evening.”
 
   Getting in his truck, he headed to Brandon’s apartment complex a few streets over. His friend was waiting in the parking area by his truck, talking on his cell.
 
   “Hey,” he opened the truck door and tossed his suitcase in the back. “Phil and Kimberly are on their way to pick up Sue before heading to the airport. They wanted to make sure we were on our way. He tried calling you, but it went to voice mail.”
 
   Alex reached into his pant pocket and pulled out his phone. “Sorry. I must have accidentally turned it off.”
 
   “Be more careful about that this weekend. That is the only way we can keep in contact if we get separated. I don’t know about you, but I’m excited about getting to Vegas.”
 
   “Yeah. It’ll be great.”
 
   “It’ll be more than great. It’ll be a blast. I scored us entrance to an exclusive poker game tonight.”
 
   “How’d you do that?”
 
   “A friend of a friend at work knows this guy who works at the casino in the hotel where we’re staying. He got us in.”
 
   Alex listened as he drove not sure he was up for playing that type of poker tonight. It had been a few years since he’d played so forking over five hundred to enter a game wasn’t something he was ready to do. Not when he could lose much more if he wasn’t careful. “What does Phil say about this? Is he game?”
 
   Brandon shook his head. “He thinks the stakes are too high.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   “Dude, not you too?”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “And here I thought you’d be the voice of reason he’d listen to. Man. It wasn’t easy to get the invite.”
 
   “None of us have that kind of money to throw around. Phil’s paying for a wedding and a honeymoon trip. I just moved back to town so I’m still waiting for my moving expenses to be reimbursed. It was a stretch to afford the tickets to fly out to Vegas for the weekend on such short notice.”
 
   Brandon slouched on his side of the truck. “Okay. Okay. I get it. I should have asked before going out on a limb to get us into the game. But I wanted to make sure we did more than hit the slots or have a few drinks too many.” 
 
   They drove the rest of the way to the airport in silence.  Alex found an empty parking spot in the garage and they went in to find the ticket kiosk to pick up their e-tickets. Phil, Kimberly and Sue were there as well. The only person missing was Audra but he spotted her coming out of the ladies room.
 
   “Hey, the gang’s all here,” Phil called as they approached.
 
   “I’m ready to get this party started,” Kimberly said.
 
   Brandon grimaced. “Like that’s going to happen with you along.”
 
   Alex punched him in the arm and then took his ticket from the machine. “We can still have a good time. So check your attitude or Phil will pick up on your sour mood.”
 
   “Yeah. Yeah.” Brandon pulled out his wallet and typed in the reservation code for his ticket.
 
   Alex hung back and watched Sue chat with Audra instead of going over to speak to her even though that was what he wanted to do. She ran a finger behind her ear, tucking her hair there. Then she looked his way as if she sensed him staring. A smile formed at her mouth and she waved at him.
 
   Audra said something that made her laugh. Her face lit up and he felt a tightening in his chest again. He really did love her, but did he dare tell her yet? He didn’t want to scare her away.
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re going to be mooning all over her this weekend.” Brandon’s bark caused him to turn and glare. “Because if you are my suggestion is that you nail her and be done with it.”
 
   Without thinking, Alex grabbed him by the collar. “Don’t ever say that again. Do you hear me?”
 
   Kimberly gasped.
 
   “Hey. What’s going on?” Phil stepped toward them.
 
   “I’m sorry, man.” Brandon held up his hands. 
 
   “Back off, Alex,” Phil urged. “You don’t want to attract security’s attention. We’ll miss our flight if you do.”
 
   He released Brandon, but pointed a finger at him. “You just watch your mouth.”
 
   Phil stepped between them and wrapped his arms around their shoulders. “We’re here to have fun. So whatever is going on let’s leave it here. Come on let’s go get our luggage checked in.”
 
   Alex shook his head and followed him to the counter before going on to the security check point, but he steered clear of Brandon as much as he could. His friend had always been crass, but saying what he had crossed the line. 
 
   The girls chattered as they waited in line and he tried to focus on the sound of their voices instead of replaying what Brandon had said in his head. But it wasn’t doing much good.
 
   When it was his turn at security, he removed his shoes and emptied his pockets, staring at the bottle of potion Lucinda had given him. He put it in the bin with everything else hoping he wasn’t questioned about its contents. It would not be easy to explain why a man was carrying a good luck potion in his pocket. Holding his breath, he stepped through the detector and waited for his things to come through. No alarms began to blare and he hurried to put the items back in his pocket.
 
   Sue came through behind him.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “Are you okay?” She asked. “I see Brandon is being surly.”
 
   “Yeah. He’s running his mouth.” He wrapped his arm around her waist and they walked toward the waiting area together. “I kinda botched his plans for this evening. And he isn’t thrilled that Phil is getting married or that I’m seeing someone now too.”
 
   “Is he feeling left out?”
 
   He nodded. “Though to hear him talk he isn’t interested in a relationship.”
 
   “Maybe that will change. Audra was telling me about him escorting her to an event last week. She sounded interested.”
 
   “Poor girl.”
 
   Sue laughed. “I’ve missed seeing you this week.”
 
   “I’ve missed you too.”
 
   “I was very tempted to drive over.”
 
   He smiled, feeling the tension finally leave his body. “Then you should have.”
 
   “But I didn’t want to seem clingy.”
 
   “You never could. Besides I know Duke and Queenie would have loved to see you.”
 
   “Do you think Queenie will be okay while you’re gone?”
 
   “I’m wondering the same, but she’ll have to be left alone sometime. My neighbor, Mrs. Bradshaw is looking after them and Keely and Darren said they’d drop by to check in on them too. Try not to worry.”
 
   “I guess I’m more worried about Mr. Brubaker.”
 
   “I know what you mean.”
 
   She laid her head on his shoulder and he inhaled the fruity scent of her body wash.
 
   “Break it up, you two,” Kimberly said with a smile. “Sue, we probably should visit the ladies room. It’s a four hour flight.”
 
   “Okay.” She pulled away from him. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   She followed her sister and Audra to the women’s. But their intent was not to use the facilities. As soon as the door closed they began to question her.
 
   “Did he tell you what Brandon did to cause that scene?” Audra wanted to know.
 
   “No. Just that he said something he shouldn’t.”
 
   “But what?” Kimberly asked.
 
   She shrugged. “I don’t know. He didn’t tell me.”
 
   “Whatever it was must have been bad. Alex seemed agitated until you started talking to him,” Audra said.
 
   “Yeah, you seem to have a calming effect on him,” Kimberly agreed.
 
   “And he can’t keep his eyes off of you either,” Audra added. “It’s so cute.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   They both nodded.
 
   She smiled and went into the first available stall. When she came out of the ladies room, she saw that Phil and Brandon were sitting together, but Alex was over near a bay of windows staring out on the tarmac. She started to go to him, but the first boarding call for their flight came over the PA system.
 
   “Come on, Sue,” Kimberly urged.
 
   She hesitated a moment, then took a step toward her sister and they walked to the gate with Audra. Fishing her boarding pass out of her purse, she showed it to the attendant at the counter before going down the ramp to the plane. 
 
   Kimberly and Audra were sitting together on the right side of the plane, but her ticket had her two rows back on the left. The window seat at the wing. She pulled out her paperback book and settled in the seat wondering who she’d get stuck sitting with on the flight. Brandon sneered at her as he and Phil went by and took the seats directly behind her. Alex stopped in the aisle and double checked his ticket with the number on the overhead.
 
   She held her breath, not believing she’d be so lucky as to have him sitting with her on the flight. What were the odds? But the charm warmed against her chest and she closed her eyes grateful if it had anything to do with it. She reached down and put the book back in her bag. 
 
   “Well,” he said, sitting in the seat beside her. “How weird is that?”
 
   Brandon leaned over the top of their seats briefly and said, “No funny business.”
 
   Sue laughed. “He just made me feel like I’m in middle school on a field trip.”
 
   Alex moved the middle arm rest out of the way and leaned toward her. “But this is better. There’s no teacher to watch us.”
 
   Brandon punched the back of the seat and Alex stood up. “Don’t make me hurt you because you know I can.”
 
   “Hey lighten up. I was only joking around.”
 
   “Brandon, give it a rest,” Phil interjected.
 
   Alex glared at him a moment more before he sat back down. “Sorry.”
 
   “Why does he have to act so juvenile?”
 
   “Because he still thinks he’s a frat boy. He can’t get it through his thick skull that he left that life behind a long time ago.”
 
   The ‘fasten your seat belt’ sign blinked on and the flight attendant began her safety announcements. Sue fastened her belt. Alex did the same and then reached for her hand, entwining his fingers with hers as the plane finally took off for Vegas.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   An hour after their flight landed and they checked into the hotel, Sue, Kimberly and Audra placed their feet in the water of the massage chairs at the hotel spa for their pedicures.
 
   “I want to know how you managed to sit with Alex on the plane,” Kimberly demanded.
 
   “Yeah,” Audra agreed.
 
   Sitting in the middle of them she felt like a sitting duck at an inquisition. “Luck, I guess. We were both surprised.”
 
   “Well I hope you put those four hours to good use. Did you at least find out what the guys are doing tonight? Tomorrow?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Come on, Sue. I can’t keep an eye on Phil if I don’t know where they’re going. What did you and Alex do?”
 
   “We talked and listened to music. We shared the ear buds to my MP3.”
 
   “How teenager of you!”
 
   She frowned. “Sorry. But I do know that whatever Brandon had planned for tonight Alex said he botched it.”
 
   Kimberly’s face lit up and she leaned forward to look at Audra. “You call Brandon and do whatever you have to do to find out what you can.”
 
   “Got it.” Audra pulled out her phone and dialed. “Hey Brandon. Wanna have a drink with me in the bar around sixish?”
 
   “That’s how it’s done,” Kimberly whispered.
 
   “Great. See you then.” Audra closed her phone. “Piece of cake.”
 
   Sue rolled her eyes and sat back to enjoy the roaming massage of the chair. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Who was that?” Phil asked, stowing his clothes in a drawer.
 
   “Audra. She wants to have drinks,” Brandon explained. 
 
   Phil frowned. “But I thought the three of us were going out?”
 
   “We are and we will. After I curtail Audra’s little fishing expedition.”
 
   “Huh?” Phil scratched his head.
 
   Alex zipped his suitcase and stowed it in the corner. “He’s saying the girls are trying to find out what we’re doing tonight.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Man.” Brandon placed a hand on Phil’s arm. “Kimberly really has you snowed if you don’t know that is why the girls are out here. She’s keeping a close tab on you.”
 
   “Well they.”
 
   Alex grinned.
 
   “It’s been this way since the two of you got engaged and bought that house. You moved in and she owns you now.”
 
   “Owns me?” Phil shook his head. “Brandon, what makes you think that?”
 
   “You sold out.”
 
   Phil sat down on the sofa. “We found a house sooner than expected and it made financial sense to pay a mortgage than rent on two apartments. So we moved in together. She has her room and I have mine until the wedding.”
 
   “That’s just wrong,” Brandon cut him off. “You’re living together without the benefits.”
 
   “Why? It’s my life. If I’m happy with it then why should it matter to you?”
 
   “Forget it.” Brandon stalked from the room and slammed the door behind him.
 
   “What has gotten into him today?”
 
   Alex shrugged and looked at his watch. “The girls should be finished with their mani-pedi at the spa by now. Maybe we should go down and see if we can catch up to them while Brandon meets with Audra.”
 
   “So is that where they were headed as soon as we got here?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Phil grinned. “What else do you know about their plans?”
 
   “More than Brandon knows.”
 
   “Let’s keep it that way.”
 
    
 
    
 
    Sue woke the next morning feeling foggy. Audra and Kimberly had dragged her from night club to night club up and down one side of the strip. Their plans were to hit the other side tonight. Between the few drinks she’d consumed and the loud music, her head roared.
 
   Kimberly sat up still wearing the tiara and ‘bride to be’ sash Audra had bought her so they’d get special treatment at the bar. “Tell me we don’t have to go anywhere for a while.”
 
   “You have a full body massage at eleven.” Sue reached for her watch and tried to make out the time, but couldn’t remember if she’d adjusted the time when they landed. “It’s either 11 now or only 8.”
 
   “Do you have to talk to loud?” Audra asked, pulling the sheets over her head.
 
   “Sorry,” Kimberly whispered in not so soft tones.
 
   Sue laughed, but that made her head hurt. She slowly crawled out of bed and turned on the television to see what the local station guide might tell them. Heading to the bathroom she grabbed a quick shower. When she returned, Kimberly was on the phone with Phil. She could tell by the pieces of the conversation she overheard as she got dressed.
 
   Audra finally got out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom.
 
   Kimberly ended her phone call and reached for a tissue. She wiped her eyes and blew her nose.
 
   “Are you crying?”
 
   Her sister nodded. “Sorry. I miss my Phil.”
 
   Sue turned away and rolled her eyes. It wasn’t like he was thousands of miles away. The guy was in the same hotel, just on a different floor. “But you were just talking to him.”
 
   “I know, but this is the first morning I haven’t shared breakfast with him since we moved into our house.”
 
   “You need coffee.” Sue went to the coffee maker and put on a pot. “You’ll feel better once you have some.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.” Kimberly sniffed.
 
   “Coffee and a shower should do the trick.” Sue walked over to the sofa where her sister was curled up. “And then we’ll get breakfast before going for our massages. Afterward we’ve got a day of shopping.”
 
   “Phil said Brandon asked us to join them downstairs for a party this evening. I’m game if you and Audra are too.”
 
   Sue thought about it. She didn’t need to visit all the nightclubs on the opposite side of the strip. Last night’s experience had been more than enough. “Sounds like a good idea.”
 
   When Audra came out they filled her in on the change in plans. “I like the idea of staying close to the room tonight.”
 
   “Awesome. I’ll go shower and we’ll get going.” Kimberly hurried to the bathroom.
 
   Five hours later, the girls returned to their room with several shopping bags. Sue dropped her purchases on the bed and kicked off her shoes. “That was fun.”
 
   “I think you should wear your new dress tonight. I can’t wait to see Alex’s reaction.” Kimberly waggled her brows up and down.
 
   “Yeah. If he can’t stop staring at you in street clothes, wait until he sees you in that dress.”
 
   Her cheeks flushed warm at the thought of making Alex speechless when he saw her. “Maybe I will.”
 
   “I’ve got the perfect heels for you to wear with it too,” Kimberly said going to her suitcase and pulling out a cute pair of strappy slip-ons.
 
   “And wear the new Vicki undergarments you got today too,” Audra threw in.
 
   Sue laughed. “He won’t be seeing those.”
 
   “True. It’ll just make you feel sexy.”
 
   Her sister nodded in agreement.
 
   With that in mind, she took the pink shopping bag to the bathroom with her to do a quick shower to freshen up before going out. She scrubbed her face clean and reapplied her makeup before slipping the little black dress on. Its sheer flowing fabric hit about five inches above her knees and the double rhinestone accents at the shoulders drew attention to the heart shaped neckline.
 
   When she came out, Kimberly hurried in to do what she needed then Audra took her turn. Sue helped her sister put on the ‘bride to be’ sash and tiara again before they left the room.
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex and Phil stood outside the hotel bar waiting on the girls to arrive. Brandon had gone on in to secure them a large enough table.
 
   “Don’t look now, but here they come,” Phil said which caused Alex to look.
 
   It took him a moment to spot them because the lobby area was congested with other hotel guests, but when he did he sucked in his breath. “Oh brother.”
 
   “Easy boy,” Phil teased, placing a steady hand on his shoulder.
 
   Alex swallowed the lump in his throat.
 
   Brandon chose that moment to rejoin them. He whistled. “Man oh man, but we’re three lucky guys tonight.”
 
   “Hi fellas,” Kimberly called, stepping to Phil’s side and giving him a kiss.
 
   He wrapped a protective arm around her waist and pulled her close. “Hi, babe.”
 
   “Hi, Brandon,” Audra said, moving to his side. “Thanks for inviting us tonight.”
 
   “I hope this didn’t spoil your plans?” he asked.
 
   “No. We’re flexible,” Sue informed him.
 
   “Shall we go in?” Alex asked, coming toward her and offering his arm. He dipped his head close to her ear. “You look amazing.”
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered, slipping her arm around his.
 
   Brandon and Audra led the way to the table in the back corner. Alex was surprised when he saw the white and silver balloons and metallic streamer centerpiece. He’d found it odd when Brandon announced his plan to invite the girls tonight. It was a total about face from his mood the day before.
 
   “I’ve ordered a few appetizers and a round of drinks for us to get started. They should be out soon,” Brandon said, pulling a chair out for Audra to sit. He reached under the table and brought out a shopping bag, placing two small wrapped gifts on the table in front of where Kimberly and Phil were about to sit.
 
   “Thank you,” Kimberly told him.   
 
   “Yeah, thanks,” Phil agreed.
 
    “It’s my pleasure.”
 
   Alex pulled out the chair for Sue to sit before taking his place beside Brandon. 
 
   Kimberly and Phil opened the packages and inside one was a crystal salt and in the other a crystal pepper shaker.
 
   Brandon cleared his throat and stood. “I want you both to know that I get why you want to be together. Neither of you feel whole without the other. So to remind you of that I thought these were the perfect symbol. A table is not completely set without salt and pepper. May you always find you are his salt and you are her pepper.”
 
   “That was lovely. Thank you, Brandon.” Kimberly stood and gave him a hug.
 
   Phil hugged him too. “You had me worried yesterday. I don’t know what has changed with your thinking, but I’m glad.”
 
    A few minutes later, the waitress came with their drinks and another showed up with a few sampler platters of appetizers. As they ate and talked, Alex was totally aware of Sue sitting next to him. He couldn’t stop looking her way. She caught him glancing her way a few times, but she didn’t say a word. He wanted more than anything to tell her how he felt, but he didn’t want to blurt it at the wrong time.
 
   The waitress came by with another round of drinks before they finished their second and Brandon ordered a sampler of desserts. As soon as they finished their drinks, he offered his hand to Audra and they went to dance.
 
   Kimberly tried to coax Phil onto the dance floor, but he persuaded her to stay and eat the desserts that arrived. 
 
   When another waitress came by with jello shots, Kimberly stopped her. “Oh. I’ve always wanted to try these.” She took two and handed one to Sue. “Do it with me.”
 
   Sue shook her head. 
 
   “Come on. You’re my maid of honor. It’s your job to try new things with me.”
 
   “I think you are pushing it with how far my duties go.”
 
   “Come on. Do it because you’re my sister then.”
 
   Sue looked at the glass in her hand and then back at her sister. “All right. Just one.”
 
   “Yeah!” Kimberly bounced in her seat. When she settled down she said, “On the count of three. One. Two. Three.”
 
   Simultaneously they poured the shot into their mouths and swallowed.
 
   “Mango.” They said in unison, sitting the empty glasses on the table.
 
   “Wow. That was potent.” Sue turned toward Alex.
 
   “You wanna dance?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   They left Phil and Kimberly and went to the dance floor. Sue wrapped her arms around Alex’s neck as he pulled her snug against his hard body. She sucked in her breath staring into his eyes as they swayed to the music, letting the sultry rhythm dictate their movements. Her heart beat madly within her chest. A result from being in his arms or was it an effect of the jello shot she’d downed at Kimberly’s insistence? No matter what the cause, she was certain she never wanted to leave his side.
 
   He leaned his forehead against hers and she inhaled the alcohol on his breath. She found it intoxicating and she closed her eyes, enjoying the way his hand slowly moved down her back to rest on her hip. He hummed along with the instrumental music and when the vocals began again, he softly sung the words to her.
 
   “Me and Mrs. Jones.”
 
   She smiled. The song had become one of her favorites since meeting him. She couldn’t recall how many nights she’d dreamed about slow dancing with him to it. Once she’d even dreamed she was wearing a wedding gown and they were dancing at their reception. That had startled her at first, but now, she longed for it to become a reality.
 
   The song ended and another began, but they still swayed even though the tempo had changed. 
 
   “Alex, are you drunk?” she whispered.
 
   “No. Are you?”
 
   “No. But I’m finding it a little warm in here.”
 
   “Do you want to go get some fresh air? Maybe take a walk down the strip and see everything lit up at night?”
 
   She nodded and they left the dance floor, going back to the table.
 
   Brandon and Audra were still MIA, but Kimberly who had lost her ‘bride to be tiara’ was giggling and snuggling up to Phil when they approached. She looked up and reached out her hand to Sue. “She’s my best friend and my sister. How lucky can a girl be?”
 
   “I know, sweetheart.” Phil nodded. “You’ve told me.”
 
   “I have?”
 
   “Yes. I think it’s time to call it a night.” Phil stood and pulled her to her feet. She swayed and giggled, slumping against him.
 
   “Actually we were going to go for a walk,” Alex explained.
 
   “Do you think you can see her back to our room?” Sue asked. “Or do you need help?”
 
   “I can handle it. She had another shooter while you were gone.”
 
   Kimberly grabbed hold of Sue’s hand. “Don’t stay out too late. We have an early flight and if you see Audra, remind her.”
 
   “I won’t and I’ll remind her.”
 
   “Good.” Kimberly smiled and hiccupped, which caused her to giggle once more.
 
   Phil shook his head. “And she was worried about me getting drunk.” He waved and led her out of the bar of the hotel.
 
   Sue picked up her evening clutch she’d left on the table and turned to leave with Alex when a waitress came to the table with another round of jello shots.
 
   “Sorry it took so long, this is the third bachelorette party we have going on here tonight,” the waitress explained. “Will the bride be back?”
 
   “No. She’s had her limit.”
 
   “Do you want them? They’re already paid for.”
 
   Sue looked at Alex and he shrugged. So she took two and he took the other two.
 
   He raised his. “To Vegas.”
 
   “To Vegas.”
 
   As soon as she swallowed the jello shots she felt the wham of the alcohol. It was much stronger than the shooter she’d had earlier, but maybe it was because this was her second shot that she felt the bam of it so strong. Sitting the glasses down, she took Alex’s hand and they left.
 
   There was a buzz in the sultry night air as they walked among the crowds of people strolling to their destinations. It didn’t seem to matter that it was nearly two in the morning. The strip in Vegas never slept. She’d been warm inside the bar, but the tequila zoomed through her veins, and her body felt on fire and her head dizzy.
 
   They slowed to a stop in front of a lighted water fountain and watched as the water shot into the air and the colored lights arced off it. Alex pulled her to him and kissed her while a misty spray drifted over them. He tasted like mango from the jello.
 
   When he pulled away he cupped her cheek in his hand and tilted her head up until she was looking at him. “I love you.”
 
   “Alex—”
 
   “I know. We hardly know each other, but I know I love you.” He pulled her into his arms and kissed her again.
 
   Heat pooled within her and she knew this wasn’t the alcohol but her own feelings for him. She loved him too. She’d known it for a while now, but she hadn’t wanted to believe it was possible. When he pulled away, she blurted, “Alex, I love you too.”
 
    
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Sue stirred in bed and stretched, turning over feeling the luxurious coolness of satin underneath her. A vision of her dancing with Alex flitted through her mind again and she sighed wanting to stay in her slumber a little longer, but she could hear her phone buzzing somewhere in the distance. Slowly she opened her eyes and pushed herself to a sitting position. She didn’t recognize her surroundings. Blinking she tried to clear her vision but that did not change the fact that this wasn’t the hotel room she had shared with Kimberly and Audra. It was much larger and the bed where she lay appeared to be circular. And she was definitely on satin sheets.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye she noticed something stirred beside her. For a split second fear engulfed her that she wasn’t alone and she swiveled in its direction. She swallowed a gasp when she saw it was Alex still asleep and in bed with her. In the next second, panic over took her and she scooted on the sheets toward the edge almost falling off because of its rounded side.
 
   Somewhere in the room she heard the buzz of her phone and Alex stirred. She ran her left hand up and down her face, noticing something gold encircled her finger. Apprehension inched up her spine as she pulled her hand away and her vision focused in on it. She saw the gold band on her finger and let out a cry.
 
   What had they done last night?
 
   Jumping out of bed, she felt like Doris Day in Lover Come Back except in the movie Doris had at least been wearing Rock Hudson’s pajama top when she leapt from the bed instead of being in her birthday suit. She squealed again and jumped back under the sheet, pulling it up to her chin to cover herself.
 
   A deep rumble of laughter came from the other side of the bed as Alex turned over and smiled at her. “Good morning, beautiful.”
 
   She stared at him and shook her head as a flash of memory of them kissing in front of the water fountain returned. They’d walked down the strip enjoying being alone for once since arriving in Vegas. But then it began to rain and they’d rushed for cover in the nearest establishment. A wedding chapel.
 
   Her head began to hurt and she recalled that last round of jello shots the waitress had brought that had been intended for Kimberly and Phil.
 
   “Please…tell me…we didn’t…”
 
   He sat up, pulled his knees up and wrapped his arms around them. “Get married?”
 
   She groaned and nodded.
 
   “Yes, we did. You were totally for it last night…or this morning when we entered that chapel. Don’t you remember?”
 
   She swallowed hard. 
 
   “Are you sorry?”
 
   “No…I—I don’t know…” She looked at him as the implications of what they had done sank in and a sense of joy swelled up inside her when she thought about what this meant. It was what she had secretly been wanting even if it came about without her being able to remember it clearly. She slowly smiled. “No. I’m not sorry.”
 
   “Good.” He reached out his hand to her and she scooted toward him. “Because I’d do it again today and every day after if I need to prove to you how much I want to be with you.”
 
   “Oh Alex.” She leaned into him and he kissed her, cupping her face with his hand. She covered it with her own as he laid her back on the bed and they continued to kiss.
 
   It wasn’t long until the buzzing of another phone could be heard and Alex groaned this time. He pulled away and reached underneath his pillow for the phone. She could see Phil’s picture flashing on the screen of the smartphone. Instead of answering, he rejected the call and slid it back underneath the pillow.
 
   “Don’t you think you should have taken the call?”
 
   “No. I know what he’s wanting. They’re at the airport getting ready to board. And they’re wondering where we are.”
 
   She sat up and covered her face with her hands. “Oh Lord. Kimberly and Phil.”
 
   “What about them?” Alex asked.
 
   She dropped her hands and turned to face him. “We can’t tell anyone what we’ve done.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I can’t upstage my sister so close to her wedding. This is her time. Not mine. Do you understand? She’d never forgive me.”
 
   He pulled her to him and kissed her temple. “Does that mean we can’t live together once we return to Knoxville?”
 
   “I’m afraid so. We must return as if nothing happened.”
 
   “You mean what happened in Vegas, stays in Vegas?”
 
   She grinned at his use of the slogan. “You can say that. Only until after they return from their honeymoon. Then we can tell everyone.”
 
   “And if I protest?”
 
   “I guess I’ll just have to persuade you otherwise.” She leaned into him and nibbled kisses at his mouth until he returned them. She giggled as he pulled her down on the bed and they snuggled.
 
   He kissed her shoulder. “If we’re going to pull this off we’ll have to come up with a good story as to what happened last night. Why we didn’t sleep in our rooms and catch our flight.”
 
   “We should stick to as much of the truth as possible. We got drunk from those shooters and ended up staying at a different hotel.”
 
   “I think that should work.”
 
   Sue turned to face him. “And even though we can’t move in together it doesn’t mean I can’t stay over occasionally at your place or you stay with me. We’ll just need to be extra careful around Kimberly and Phil.”
 
   “And Brandon.”
 
   Alex’s phone buzzed again and he answered it this time, putting it on speaker. “Hey.”
 
   “Where are you?” Phil asked. “And where is Sue? Kimberly is in hysterics. The flight is about to leave. Are you coming?”
 
   “No. I don’t think we can make it. We’ll catch a later flight out.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “It’s a long story. After you left the bar last night, the waitress brought by four more shooters. She said they were paid for so we did them. We went for a walk and it started to rain. Neither of us remembers much after that.”
 
   Sue could hear Brandon’s laughter in the background. “Why’s he laughing?”
 
   Alex shrugged. 
 
   “You idiot,” Phil said and then they heard muffled sounds as if he’d covered the phone so they couldn’t hear what was being said.
 
   “Phil, what is going on?” Alex asked.
 
   “Sorry. Brandon said he ordered those for us and they were triples. He did it as a joke so we’d get drunk.”
 
   “That wasn’t funny. Not at all.” Kimberly’s voice came over the line mingled with the sound of whacking.
 
   “Listen, I gotta go and stop Kimberly from killing him. She’s hitting him with her purse. We left your luggage at the front desk in case you returned.”
 
   “Okay. Bye.”
 
   The line went dead and neither of them spoke. Finally, Sue crawled out of bed and headed to the bathroom. “I’m going to shower. I won’t take long. I guess we need to go retrieve our luggage and get to the airport if we want to get a flight out today.”
 
   Alex nodded. “I’ll order room service.”
 
   She stopped in the doorway of the bathroom. “Why would Brandon be so cruel? Kimberly had already had a little too much to drink, but to order her a triple shot like that. That is downright mean.”
 
   Alex agreed, but he suspected his friend had done it to get back at her for spoiling his plans for this weekend. Brandon had given in to the girls coming along because that is what Phil wanted, but he’d not been happy about it. His motive behind the little impromptu party last night was clear now. What didn’t make sense was the salt and pepper shakers and the speech.
 
   Reaching for the hotel phone, he punched the button for room service and ordered breakfast before getting up. He pulled the sheet off the bed and wrapped it around him so he could gather his clothes off the floor. He picked up Sue’s dress, bra and lacey panties and laid them on the bed for her. Then he began searching for her shoes. She’d kicked them off as he carried her into the room last night. He found one in a potted plant.
 
   “Bathroom’s all yours.” She came out with a towel wrapped around her looking refreshed. Her skin glowed and he was tempted to delay their departure, but he thought better of it.
 
   “Thanks.” He handed her the shoe. “I can’t find the other one.”
 
   “I’ll look for it.”
 
   He grabbed his clothes and went into the bathroom. While he showered, he wondered if Brandon’s confession changed anything between him and Sue. She’d seemed cool toward him after that phone call, but surely she realized he had nothing to do with what Brandon did. He’d downed the shot just like she had. Being under the influence of the alcohol did not change the fact that he loved her and he wanted to be with her.
 
   Turning off the water, he reached for a towel and dried off, wrapping his around his waist. He grabbed a hand towel and ran it vigorously over his head to remove most of the water from his hair. Thankfully the hotel supplied a disposable razor and shaving cream along with a travel size spray deodorant. He did a quick touch up on his facial hair and then got dressed. When he stepped out of the bathroom, Sue was standing over at the large wall of windows that overlooked the city. 
 
   “I bet the skyline is beautiful at night from here.”
 
   “Too bad we won’t be able to see it on this trip. Maybe we can come back next year for our anniversary?”
 
   “About that…maybe we rushed into this.”
 
   “What are you saying? I thought we’d already established there are no regrets.”
 
   “There aren’t.”
 
   “Then what?” He walked over and pulled her into his arms. “Are you worried about what part the alcohol played in this? If you are then don’t.”
 
   “But if we hadn’t—”
 
   He kissed her before she could finish that statement trying to prove to her there was no doubt in his mind that they belonged together. She returned his kiss with as much heated passion. When they broke apart, there was a blush that crept up her cheeks and she shyly looked away.
 
   “You make my blood boil, Mrs. Jones.”
 
   She smiled and bit her bottom lip, tilting her head to the side and looking at him through thick lashes. “Say that again.”
 
   “Mrs. Jones?”
 
   She nodded, closing her eyes and reached up to touch the charm around her neck. The same charm he could have sworn had glowed when they were in bed last night.
 
   “I like the sound of that.”
 
   “I’ll try to remember that.”
 
   “Oh, I found my shoe. It was between the throw pillows on the sofa.”
 
   “That’s good.” He reached for her hand and pulled her over to the sofa with him.
 
   “Room service came.” She pointed to the service cart that he’d overlooked earlier. “There’s plenty of juice and coffee left as well as bagels, cream cheese and fresh fruit. Would you like something?”
 
   “I’ll get it. Did you already eat?”
 
   “I had half a bagel, some fruit, and juice. My stomach isn’t feeling so great this morning.”
 
   He left her and went over to the cart, glancing at his watch. Picking up the other half of her bagel, he smeared cream cheese over it. “We’ve got time before check out. Is there anything you’d like to do before we leave?”
 
   “No. Other than find out when the next flight out is. We don’t want to miss it.”
 
   “I’ll call down to the concierge and see if they can help with that.”
 
   She laid her head back against the leather cushion and kicked off her shoes, letting them drop to the floor before curling her legs up on the couch. “I wonder what Keely will think when she finds out what we’ve done.”
 
   “She’ll love it. Don’t you worry about my sister. Maybe I should be worried about your parents. What will they think of me?” He sat down beside her and she leaned against him.
 
   “Daddy won’t approve of course. He’d have wanted to meet you first. He’s very traditional in that sense. Kimberly took Phil down to meet them before he even popped the question.”
 
   “Strike one against me then.”
 
   She giggled. “Mom will love you. Of course she’ll be upset with me for spoiling her getting to plan my wedding. But I’ll remind her she wasn’t around to plan Kimberly’s so she shouldn’t hold it against me.”
 
   “So strike two.”
 
   “And after helping my sister with her list of last minute things she still needed to do, I think not having a big wedding is just fine. Though it will mean I can’t heap payback on her for that list.” She leaned up and looked at him. “And I was so looking forward to that.”
 
   He stuffed the last of the bagel into his mouth and chewed trying to read between the lines. Was she really saying she wanted a wedding? He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her onto his lap. “Are you sure? We can do the whole church wedding if you want.”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m fine with it. Really I am. I just wish I could remember more of the ceremony. You know. Other than the rings, the marriage certificate I found with my purse and waking up in bed with you this morning really is the only proof I have that we did it.”
 
   “So you don’t remember anything of last night?”
 
   She shook her head. “That last thing is when we ran for cover when it started raining.” She leaned forward and kissed him. “I’ll be right back.” She scooted off his lap and hurried out of the room.
 
   The bagel he’d eaten weighed heavy on his stomach as he walked over to the bed to use the phone. He couldn’t believe she didn’t remember last night. She’d seemed lucid to him, but then he’d been a little loopy himself. Did that mean she hadn’t meant anything she’d said to him? Anything she’d done with him?
 
   He ran his hand through his damp hair feeling like their marriage was a lie. He heard the water running in the bathroom so he picked up the phone and called down to the concierge desk to ask about flight information.
 
   “Hey Sue.”
 
   “Yeah?” She opened the bathroom door and rejoined him.
 
   “We need to go. The next flight leaves in an hour. We’ll be rushed to get to the other hotel and collect our things.”
 
   “I think I remember that from when I was making the reservations. We could either leave early or take the later flight, but then there are two layovers with that one and we wouldn’t get back into Knoxville until really late tonight.”
 
   “Would you rather stay over then and take an earlier flight tomorrow? That would give us another night here and we can call Keely about you not being back for work.”
 
   “What about Duke and Queenie? Don’t you need to get back to them?”
 
   “I’m sure Mrs. Bradshaw won’t mind feeding them one more night. I’ll give her a call too. What do you say? We can even go back to that chapel and see if they recorded the ceremony. It was an option we didn’t take, but maybe they did it on the chance we changed our mind.”
 
   She smiled. “Okay. Let’s do it.”
 
   He pulled her to him, tilting her chin up until she was looking him in the eye. “I really meant it last night when I said I love you.”
 
   “I meant it too. I do love you and I want to spend the rest of my life being your wife.”
 
   Her confession was all he needed to hear. He lifted her up, holding her around the waist and kissed her. She planted her hands on his face and returned his kiss with tenderness. When he finally released her, she sighed.
 
   “I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of you kissing me like that.”
 
   “Neither do I, but we had better go or we won’t be leaving this room today.”
 
   She giggled and went to the wet bar where she picked up her purse and envelope with the marriage certificate in it. “We can’t forget this.”
 
   “No we can’t.” He looked around the room one last time to make sure nothing personal was left behind before they headed out the door.
 
    
 
    
 
   The wedding chapel wasn’t hard to find. It was next door to the hotel and had a side entrance into the hotel lobby. Sue held her breath as they entered afraid she would find out they’d been married by an Elvis impersonator, but luckily this was not one of those venues. The girl out front, Gina, recognized them and greeted them by name, which surprised Sue.
 
   “I hope there isn’t anything wrong?” Gina asked.
 
   “No. We were having second thoughts about the video and wondered if you recorded our ceremony?” Alex explained.
 
   “Normally Sal doesn’t waste his time if you don’t want it, but let me check. We’d just finished with the Clausman wedding when you showed up insisting you had to get married.”
 
   “We did?” Sue said.
 
   “Yes.” Gina nodded. “I thought you were drunk because you were babbling about having to get married before your sister. That you couldn’t be an old maid. You were too young for that. But I have a younger sister and I totally got what you were saying.”
 
   Alex chuckled and Sue smacked him on the arm. “Hey. I think I remember that now.”
 
   “Well I don’t.” She turned to the girl. “That’s the problem. I don’t remember the ceremony and I don’t want our kids asking me about it years down the road and I’d have to admit I was drunk. Can’t you help us?”
 
   “Give me a second and I’ll check the video log.” The girl hurried away into a draped room.
 
   Alex reached for her hand. “So we’re having kids now?”
 
   “We might…someday. Don’t you want them?”
 
   “Sure. Someday.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound very convincing.”
 
   “I didn’t think I wanted to get married either, but here I am and I couldn’t be happier.”
 
   She stepped toward him and took hold of his shirt, pulling him to her. “I’m glad you said that last part because I’d hate to make you sleep outside with Duke and Queenie when we get home.”
 
   “Are you already going to try to be the boss in this household?”
 
   “If the shoe fits.”
 
   He grinned, wrapping his arms around her and planted a kiss on her lips.
 
   “You’re in luck.” Gina returned, causing them to break apart. “Sal did record it because he got distracted when you arrived and left the recorder on. He’s making you a DVD right now. It shouldn’t take but about five minutes.”
 
   “Excellent.”
 
   “And since it’s been less than twelve hours since the ceremony I’m going to give you the package price which means you only owe nineteen ninety-five.”
 
   Alex reached for his wallet, but Sue placed her hand on his arm, stopping him. “I’ll get it.”
 
   “No you won’t.”
 
   “But—”
 
   He placed a finger over her lips and shook his head. “Don’t tell me we’re going to argue over money and who pays for what?”
 
   She sighed and let him pay. 
 
   “You two are so cute,” Gina said. “You had the same argument last night when she insisted on paying for the ceremony.”
 
   Sue blinked. “I did?”
 
   “Yes and he finally gave in because you said you wouldn’t marry him if he didn’t.”
 
   “Sounds like I was being very aggressive last night.” She walked to the few chairs that sat along the wall and took a seat to wait. Opening up her purse she searched her wallet for the receipt and was shocked to find she still had Kimberly’s credit card on her. She’d have to return it as soon as she got home.
 
   Alex came over and sat. He leaned toward her ear and whispered, “I liked your aggressiveess last night.”
 
   Heat rose up her neck and face at what he meant. She swallowed. “Remind me never to do jello shots again.”
 
   “I’m right there with you.” He took her hand in his and raised it to him mouth, kissing it. “I’ve got to get you a proper ring. You can’t wear the band if we are going to keep it secret so I think a setting with your birthstone will do nicely until I can get you a real wedding set.”
 
   Her heart soared at his thoughtfulness and her love for him deepened. If she were a teacup filled with joy it would be over flowing at this moment.  She really was lucky to have found him. The gris-gris warmed and she reached up to touch it. Had it really been the gris-gris that kept them together once they met? Or had it been the set of circumstances that followed? She couldn’t be sure, but whatever the reason, she had no regrets. “My birthstone is diamond.”
 
   “You’re kidding?”
 
   She shook her head. “But I’m an Aries which means I fall within that March to April scheme and Aquamarine is March and I’ve always favored it over the diamond, probably because I like the color. So we could fudge a little.”
 
   “Okay then. Aquamarine with diamonds.”
 
   “Here you go,” Gina announced coming over with the pretty DVD case. “I wish you both a long life together. And if you should wish to renew your vows one day we do have a discount for repeat customers.”
 
   Sue laughed. “Thank you.”
 
   They headed down the strip toward their original hotel to collect their luggage. Sue was amazed that the foot traffic was so heavy for a Sunday. She’d figured the town that never sleeps would at least take it easy one morning a week.
 
   “Hey look,” Alex said, stopping in front of a store window.
 
   It was a jewelry store and they had several pretty rings on display in the window. He opened the door and they went inside. 
 
   “You don’t have to buy me a ring here. We can wait until we get back to Knoxville.”
 
   “No. We got married here. You’re getting a ring here.”
 
   “If you insist.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   They searched case after case of diamond rings while the lone salesgirl helped another customer. When she finished, she approached to see if she could be of assistance.
 
   “We’re looking for an aquamarine stone,” Alex explained.
 
   “The gemstones are over here. Follow me.”
 
   They crossed the store to a row of cases that had every gemstone from emerald to topaz in different sizes and settings. It didn’t take him long to point out a ring for her to try on. It was a triangle shape that the salesgirl called trillion cut and had a setting of small diamonds that curved like a snake over the aquamarine stone. The band was white gold and was luckily in her size so it fit perfect.
 
   “Do you like it?” he asked.
 
   She nodded, unable to speak as she stared at the ring he’d slipped on her finger. She continued to stare at it until he had paid for it and he ushered her out of the store.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve seen you speechless before,” he said.
 
   She clutched her purse, the envelope with the marriage certificate and the DVD case to her chest fighting back the lump in her throat that threatened to bring tears with it. She was really married to Alex Jones.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Sue curled her legs up on Alex’s couch and watched their wedding DVD for the fifth time since their flight got into Knoxville. Even after watching it so many times, she still couldn’t remember any more of that night than she had when she woke up yesterday morning.
 
   He came in from feeding the dogs and sat down next to her on the couch. He didn’t say anything until the ceremony ended. “We need to go by your apartment and get your car so you can go to work tomorrow unless you’re going to stay there tonight.”
 
   She nodded, pushing the stop button on the remote control and turning off the television. “I know.”
 
   “Why do I hear a ‘but’?”
 
   “Because I don’t know if I should stay there or here tonight. It might make it easier to go into work and face Keely for the first time, but on the other hand, I might not get any sleep either wishing I was here with you.”
 
   “I could stay with you if that would make it easier?”
 
   “No.” She shook her head. “The dogs need you here tonight. You saw how skittish Queenie was when you walked into the yard this afternoon. I’m afraid you being gone over the weekend was too soon for her. I’ll stay. And if Keely guesses anything tomorrow what should I tell her?”
 
   “I’ve been thinking,” he reached for her hand. “I want to tell her. I think it will make it easier if she knows.”
 
   “You’re probably right.”
 
   “Good. I’ll call her and tell her we’re coming by.”
 
   Before he could reach for the phone a knock came at the front door and he went to open it. “Keels, what are you doing here?”
 
   “Did you think you could keep me away?” she asked coming into the house. She took off her sweater and laid it across the armchair then she hugged him. “When Lucinda called and told me—”
 
   “Lucinda called you?” Alex said, standing her away from him.
 
   “When?” Sue asked.
 
   “Does that really matter? I couldn’t stay away a minute more. I know you’ll want your privacy, but I had to come by.”
 
   “Actually we were going to come see you.” Alex shook his head. “So Lucinda knows?”
 
   “Lucinda knows everything. How it happened. When. I tell you it was like she had been watching you two through a crystal ball. No wonder you missed your flight home.”
 
   “Oh my gosh. Everything?” Sue felt a twinge in her stomach at that thought. She knew the gris-gris had powers, but she never imaged Lucinda did too.
 
   “Then Lucinda knows we aren’t telling anyone until after Kimberly’s wedding so we don’t steel away her glory.”
 
   “No, she didn’t say anything about that.” Keely sat down on the couch beside Sue. “That’s an interesting ring.”
 
   Sue held up her hand. “It’s until we can buy a real wedding set and I can wear the rings.”
 
   “Nice.” Keely smiled. “I think you are being kind to not want to upset your sister.”
 
   “It would hurt her deeply is she found out because she already thought I wasn’t happy about her getting married before me. Which I guess deep down I wasn’t, but it had nothing to do with her and Phil.”
 
   “So will you be taking a few more days off?” Keely asked.
 
   “No. I’ll be there tomorrow.”
 
   Alex sat down on the arm of the chair. “We haven’t even talked about a honeymoon.”
 
   “Well I have some news to share of my own.” Keely stood up and moved so she was standing before them. “Jama has decided to hire a new associate to help out while she is on maternity leave. Darren and I met with her today about this, and we agreed it made more sense to hire from within than to bring someone new on board. As much as I hate to lose my wonderful assistant, we’d like to offer you the promotion, Sue.”
 
   She blinked. “Say that again.”
 
   “Jama would like to offer you the job as account executive. You’ll work with me on accounts for now, but hopefully by the time I take maternity leave you’ll be ready to do the job alone.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Don’t sound so shocked. You’ve got the degree and the knowledge of Wright and Associates. You’re the perfect choice. Jama is only sorry she didn’t consider doing this sooner.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say.” She glanced at Alex and he gave her thumbs up. 
 
   “Say yes,” Keely prodded.
 
   “Yes. Yes.”
 
   “Excellent. Our first job is to find a replacement for you and to hire you an assistant too. There’s an office on the fifth floor ready for you to move into. We’ll order your name plate for the door. So you need to decide if you are going to change your name to Sue Jones or stick with Sue Charles professionally.”
 
   “Jones.” She didn’t blink an eye when she gave her answer.
 
   “Okay.” Keely smiled. “I’ll see you first thing in the morning.”
 
   Sue stood up and hugged her. “Thank you for this opportunity.”
 
   “You more than earned it.” Keely hugged back. “And it doesn’t have anything to do with the fact that you are now my sister-in-law. We’d already made the decision before Lucinda stopped by. Sister-in-law. I like the sound of that.”
 
   Keely walked over to Alex and hugged him again. “I love you to pieces, you know that?”
 
   “I’m feeling it,” he gasped as she squeezed him tightly.
 
   “Sorry.” She let him go and stepped back, rubbing her eyes.
 
   “Don’t cry, Keels.” He grabbed a tissue from the box on the end table and handed it to her.
 
   “I can’t help it. I’m so happy for you.” She blotted at her eyes and then blew her nose. “Both of you.” She started crying again and Alex handed her the box.
 
   “Take it with you for the drive home.”
 
   “Thanks. I get so emotional since I became pregnant. I even cry at silly commercials.”
 
   Sue came over to the door. “Are you okay to drive?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll be fine.” Keely dried her eyes and blew her nose again. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   As soon as the door closed Sue turned to Alex. “O—M—G.”
 
   He laughed and pulled her to him. “So how does it feel to be an advertising executive, Mrs. Jones?”
 
   “I have no idea. I’ll let you know after I’ve spent a few days in my new position.” She shook her head. “I’m going to have my own office. My own assistant.”
 
   “And more responsibility. Are you up for it?”
 
   Nodding, she leaned her head against him. “I think I am.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Sue hurried to catch the elevator up to the sixth floor the next morning, afraid she was going to be late. She hadn’t realized that traffic from Alex’s house was going to be so congested in the mornings. Plus both of them had tried to get in the bathroom at the same time which caused a problem. Alex had finally gone to the other bathroom down the hall so she could finish getting ready. She was certain they’d have similar problems getting ready at her apartment if he stayed over with her.
 
   When the doors to the elevator opened, she saw Pamela and Veronica talking. They stopped and began clapping.
 
   “Congratulations, girl!” Pamela called.
 
   “I’m so happy for you,” Veronica said.
 
   For a split second, panic swept over her. How did they know? Then she realized they were talking about her promotion. At least she hoped that was what Pamela meant.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Pamela motioned for her to follow her. “If you’ll come with me Darren and Keely are waiting for you in the conference room. Jama is going to Skype in for a short meeting.”
 
   “Am I late?” she asked.
 
   “No. They’re getting the computer set up for Jama’s call. They brought pastries and coffee so I hope you’re hungry.”
 
   She wasn’t because Alex had brought her breakfast in bed. The gesture had been sweet, but had led to them both staying in bed longer than they should. Something she’d have to try to avoid in the mornings to come unless they wanted to jeopardize their jobs.
 
   Pamela knocked on the conference room door before she opened it and showed Sue inside. “Let me know if you need anything.”
 
   “We will. Thank you, Pamela,” Darren said, pulling a chair out at the conference table. “Won’t you have a seat?”
 
   Sue sat and Keely handed her a folder. “These are forms you’ll need to fill out today. Jama will go over them with you and answer any questions you might have during the teleconference. We’ve got coffee and pastries. Would you like any?”
 
   “Coffee would be nice.”
 
   Darren brought a mug over with sugar and creamer packets. “Do you have any questions for us before we get started?”
 
   “What happens when Jama and Keely are back from their maternity leaves?”
 
   He smiled and sat down in the chair beside her. “This position isn’t temporary. It’s permanent. It’s yours as long as you want to work here.”
 
   Keely nodded and opened up the folder pointing to the contract where it listed her salary.
 
   “Wow, that is more than I even imagined.”
 
   “This is a starting figure. There will be bonuses and other supplemental pay associated with accounts you land to top off your salary from time to time,” Darren explained.
 
   “Wow.” Sue sat back in the chair. “This is so overwhelming. I feel like I’ve been on a rollercoaster ride for the last few days and the ride keeps getting better and better.”
 
   “Life can be good at times,” Keely agreed.
 
   “Good morning.” Jama’s voice came from the computer on the table. “It is so good to see the three of you. I miss being there.”
 
   “We miss you being here too, sis,” Darren said.
 
   “You look wonderful, Jama.  How are the twins?”
 
   “That is sweet of you to say, Sue.” Jama tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “The twins are doing really well. I hope to bring them by the office to show them off soon.”
 
   “I can’t wait to see them.”
 
   “You should come by. Keely can bring you over. In fact, let’s plan to do lunch here later this week.” 
 
   “That sounds good,” Keely said. 
 
   “We have much to celebrate. Your promotion and you getting married. Darren told me how you and Alex eloped while in Vegas.”
 
   Sue felt her cheeks warm. “Yes, we did.”
 
   “Let’s get started while the babies are napping. I never know for how long. If you’ll open up the folder, you’ll see the contract. It lists your position, salary, and spells out the company policies. You signed a similar document when you began working for Wright and Associates. Read through it and if you have any questions give me a call later. The next set of documents talks about compensation and the benefits package. This is different than what you already have in place. Again, read through it and if you have questions let me know. All associates have annual leave, personal days and sick time built into their contract. It is up to you how you use these days each year. I encourage you to try to take a vacation each year when possible. I learned my lesson by not doing that.”
 
   “Your office will be on the fifth floor. You’ll have your own assistant as soon as we can hire someone and you’ll eventually get your own accounts to work on after a three month training period. We have confidence that you can do the job and I’m pleased that you are willing to take this step. Do you have any questions?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   A wail came over the speaker and Jama leaned forward, bringing a whimpering James back into view with her. From the computer screen, Sue could see his red face and it sounded like he was snorting he was so mad. Jama bounced him, but it did no good.
 
   “Sorry. He’s wet and I’ve found if there is one thing he hates it is a wet diaper. I need to go change him. If you should have any questions that Darren or Keely can’t answer do call me.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Bye.” The video screen went black.
 
   Darren looked at his watch. “I have a client waiting. I’ll pop by to see you later this afternoon once you’ve settled into your office.”
 
   “Okay.” Sue nodded.
 
   “Come back to my office with me and we’ll run through plans for this week and what you’ll be doing. You can also gather your things from your old desk to take down to your new office.” Keely stood. “I don’t know about you, but I’m excited about this new working arrangement.”
 
   “So am I.” Sue picked up the folder and her coffee and followed her down the hallway. 
 
   “Pamela is going to fill in as my assistant until we get someone hired. I’d like you to sit in on the interviews. I feel you will have a better insight into who will be right for the job having a first-hand knowledge of what it will take to be my assistant.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   When they turned the corner, Sue was surprised to see her sister waiting at her desk. “Kimberly, what are you doing here?”
 
   “I came to see you. I called you several times last night, didn’t you get my messages? I even went by your apartment this morning, but your neighbor across the hall said you didn’t come home last night. I really was afraid you still hadn’t returned from Vegas.”
 
   Sue sat her coffee and the folder on the desk and gave her sister a hug. “I’m sorry to have worried you. We got back late yesterday afternoon. I should have called you. And I did go home, but I guess my neighbor didn’t notice I was there.”
 
   “I’ll be in my office when you finish,” Keely said. 
 
   Sue nodded. “I won’t be long.”
 
   “You’re busy. I can see that. I just had to make sure you were all right.”
 
   “I’m perfect. I got offered a promotion. I’m no longer Keely’s assistant. I’m an account executive. We were just in a meeting about it.”
 
   “That’s wonderful!” Kimberly squealed and hugged her. “That’s a nice picture of you and Alex.”
 
   Sue picked up the frame. “Yeah.”
 
   “O my, that ring, it’s new. Did Alex give it to you?” Kimberly said, reaching for her left hand.
 
   “Yes he did. He bought it for me while we were in Vegas.”
 
   “Is it an engagement ring?”
 
   “No. Just a ring.”
 
   “You’d tell me the truth if it was, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Yes. I’d tell you the truth.”
 
   “Because we don’t keep secrets.”
 
   Sue smiled, despite the pang of guilt she felt for her deception, but it was for Kimberly’s own good. “No secrets.”
 
   “Okay. I better go then.”
 
   “Wait. I still have your credit card. Take it back before I lose it.”
 
   Kimberly laughed as she dug it out of her wallet and handed it to her. “I wasn’t worried.”
 
   When her sister left, she went to the break room and found an empty box to put her personal items in to take downstairs to her new office. She packed up quickly before knocking on Keely’s door.
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex threw a Frisbee and Duke let it fall at his feet, but Queenie scooped it up in her mouth and ran around the yard with it before bringing it to him. “See boy, that’s how you’re supposed to do. Good dog, Queenie.” He rubbed her head and the dog jumped up, placing her front paws on his leg for more attention. “Good girl.”
 
   He heard a car pull in the drive and he turned. Queenie jumped down and ran over to the fence. Sue was home from work. She got out of the car and waved.
 
   He jogged over to the gate and slipped through. “How was your day?”
 
   “Good. Exhausting.” She petted Queenie and the dog licked her hand. “So much to do. So many new things to think about. How about you?”
 
   “Same old stuff. Except I think I missed you more today than I did before Vegas.”
 
   “I didn’t miss you at all.”
 
   “Liar.” He reached and pulled her to him. She came willingly wrapping her arms around him and returned his kiss hungrily. When they broke apart, they were breathing heavily and he smiled. “Now tell me you didn’t miss me.”
 
   She shook her head. “I can’t.”
 
   They walked into the house and she kicked her shoes off at the door, going over to the sink to wash her hands. 
 
   “You know, Keely was right last night. We need to take a honeymoon. Just because we got married like we did doesn’t mean we can’t have a proper honeymoon.” He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. She turned around, drying her hands with a paper towel. “I know we can’t really plan anything right now with Kimberly and Phil’s wedding so close. And with you getting the promotion at work I guess you’re in what they call a transition phase of training. But what if we did something a few days before Christmas? Maybe go to Charleston or Savannah? Stay in a bed and breakfast and take in the sights.”
 
   “What about my folks? They’ll want to see me.”
 
   “And they will. We can head down to visit them for Christmas before returning to Knoxville.”
 
   “What about Keely? This would have been your first Christmas with her in three years.”
 
   “We can have Christmas with her when we return. So what do you say?”
 
   “I like that idea.” She sniffed. “Did you cook?”
 
   “Nothing major. A casserole and a salad.”
 
   “But you cook? I guess I never knew that.”
 
   “I’m sure there are plenty of things you don’t know about me.”
 
   “Yeah. Or that you don’t know about me. When you look at it that way, we really rushed getting married.”
 
   “Every marriage has its ups and downs and its trials. I’m sure we’ll have our own.”
 
   “But knowing we were drunk when we got married, don’t you think that is going to always be forefront in our mind? Stacking the odds against us?”
 
   “Only if we let it, Sue.” He moved to the sink and washed his hands before going over to the stove. Picking up the pot holders he turned back to stare at her. “Where is this doubt coming from? I thought you said you didn’t have any regrets.”
 
   “I don’t…I didn’t…I don’t know.” She shook her head and went to the table that he had already set for them before she arrived home.
 
   He brought the casserole over to the table and found her playing with the necklace she wore, staring at the wall, deep in thought. “What’s on your mind?”
 
   “Kimberly came to see me today. She noticed my ring and wanted to know if it was an engagement ring. I told her it wasn’t. Should I have said it was?”
 
   “But it isn’t. I thought we’d go look at rings this weekend.”
 
   “Okay.” She looked up at him. “I hated lying to her.”
 
   He went to the refrigerator and got out the salad and the dressings. “What did you lie about?”
 
   “She reminded me we didn’t keep secrets from each other and I agreed. No secrets. But I am keeping one for a good reason.”
 
   “Maybe you need to tell her. If it is going to weigh so heavy on your mind it may be better for you to come clean otherwise she’ll sense something is going on. And you don’t want that happening do you?”
 
   “She’ll be hurt either way now. I know her.”
 
   “Well it’s up to you what you decide to do. Just tell me so I can be sure not to say the wrong thing.”
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Sue left her apartment for work the next morning after spending the night alone. It had been a unanimous decision since she knew her nosy neighbor across the hall apparently was keeping tabs on her without her realizing it. Plus, Alex didn’t want to leave Queenie again for the night just yet. It also gave her time to think about their relationship and how she really felt. She’d taken the wedding DVD with her and watched it several more times trying to jog her memory, but finally had to face the fact she may never remember their wedding.
 
   Maybe they did need to have a wedding with their friends and family present to put all these negative thoughts out of her mind. She knew she wanted to be with him. She even knew she loved him, but something about the whole affair seemed off. And until she figured out what that was she didn’t know if she’d be able to feel truly married to him.
 
   Getting off the elevator on the fifth floor seemed strange, but she knew she’d get used to it eventually. As she passed the other account executives she received more congratulations for the promotion and was glad when she finally reached her office so she could hide behind the closed door. 
 
   She went to her desk, stowed her purse in the bottom drawer, and turned on her computer. There were several file folders on her desk for her to review and a note from Keely that the temp agency had sent these over as possible candidates for assistance. 
 
   Great. One more thing for her to juggle on top of everything else being thrown at her this week.
 
   Her phone rang and she answered it. “Hello.”
 
   “It’s Keely. Do you have the paperwork filled out yet? Judith needs to process the forms if you are going to get paid your new salary this month.”
 
   “Yes. I’ll bring the folder up.”
 
   “Actually, just take them to Judith’s office. Also, production has the boards for our presentation we designed yesterday. If you’ll pick those up, we can go over them.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Did you see the files for assistants?”
 
   “Yes. I was just beginning to look them over.”
 
   “Excellent. We’d like to begin interviewing Friday morning. So let me know if you see anyone that looks promising.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “See you in thirty?”
 
   “I’ll be there.”
 
   When she hung up the phone, she dug out the folder of forms from her briefcase that her parents had given her for graduation, but she’d never used since she took the job as an assistant instead of an account executive. It was nice to finally be able to put it to good use. Her parents had been thrilled when she called them with the news last night. Again she felt like a liar keeping her marriage to Alex a secret from them. But until she was certain about things she really didn’t think it was a good idea to tell them. It was bad enough that Lucinda had told Keely and Darren and that Darren had told Jama. She was sure Kyle knew as well. Then there was Lillian. Lucinda would have shared the news with her too. Eight people knew the secret and in her opinion that was far too many.
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex met up with Brandon and Phil for lunch at a stretch mall off of Pellissippi Parkway. He was looking forward to seeing Phil, but he wasn’t so sure about Brandon. They hadn’t spoken since the weekend.
 
   “Hey, there he is. You did find it,” Brandon called from the booth they’d snagged at the deli.
 
   “Yeah. GPS works great when you have an address.” Alex sat down across from him beside Phil.
 
   “Too bad you didn’t have your GPS on you while in Vegas. Maybe you and Sue wouldn’t have gotten lost and missed our flight back.”
 
   “No. We shouldn’t have done those jello shots you ordered for Phil and Kimberly. That was our mistake.”
 
   “No fighting, guys,” Phil warned. “It’s a week until the wedding. Can’t the two of you call a truce?”
 
   “Can he grow up?” Alex asked.
 
   Brandon looked contrite. “I’m sorry. I’ve apologized to Kimberly and Phil. I’m apologizing to you and I’ll apologize to Sue when I see her again. It was a stupid and immature move and I take full responsibility for my actions.”
 
   “Yes it was and you are just lucky no one was seriously injured by it. But I’ll accept your apology. And I’ll keep a truce because of the wedding, not because I particularly like you at the moment.”
 
   “Good. Let’s go order. I’m starved.” Phil urged them from the booth. “I don’t recall the two of you butting heads so much before Alex went to Alaska.”
 
   “No. It’s just since he met Sue,” Brandon said. “He’s become very touchy.”
 
   “No, I’m not.”
 
   “Actually, yes you are,” Phil said. “I think you’re in love with her.”
 
   “Maybe I am. Would that be so bad?”
 
   “No. I’d say she’s a very lucky girl if you are.” Phil stepped up to the counter and placed his order.
 
   Brandon kept silent and waited for his turn to order.
 
    
 
    
 
   Friday morning came and Sue sat through the interviews, but she found none of the applicants were right for the job. She shared her thoughts with Keely as they drove to Jama’s for lunch.
 
   “Am I being too picky?” she asked, getting out of Keely’s car.
 
   “No. You want to find someone like you to take your place, but none of these girls fit the bill. I agree we need to try another round of applicants.” 
 
   A gust of wind stirred fallen leaves along the walk as they headed toward the house, reminding Sue it was getting closer to the end of October and Halloween. Kimberly’s wedding was next week. 
 
   “I’ll have Pamela call the temp agency again and see what they can find for us,” Keely said, ringing the doorbell.
 
   “Why not place an advertisement in the paper?”
 
   “The temp agency vets the application pool for us, making the process easier.”
 
   They didn’t have to wait long for Jama to open the door. She greeted them with a smile. “Adult contact. Oh I’m so glad you could come.”
 
   “Is it that bad?” Keely asked as they walked into the spotless house.
 
   “It feels that way. I love my babies, but I’m a workaholic. You know that. I thrive on business. Kyle does his best when he is here in the evenings, but the days seem to drag on for me when I’m alone with James and Klarissa.”
 
   “I’m sure your mom would come over during the days to give you some company.”
 
   Jama made a face. “I love her to death, but come on. She’d have me in bed resting while she took care of the babies. I couldn’t stand that. I’d rather be back at work than to have that.”
 
   “Where are they?” Sue asked.
 
   “In the nursery taking a nap. Come on and I’ll show you their room. It’s adorable. I hired a decorator to do it because I wanted something special, but I’m just not that crafty.”
 
   When Jama opened the bedroom door it was like walking into fairytale land. The soft hues gave a serene feel about the room. The fairy tale murals on the walls were carried into the bedding. Even though the baby beds were cream colored, it was clear which belonged to each child. Klarissa’s bed had a pink sheer netting gathered like a canopy at one end with a fairy mobile, while James’ bed had a dragon mobile.
 
   “They are so precious,” Sue whispered as they slipped back out of the room.
 
   “Thank you. Are you and Alex in a hurry to have children?”
 
   “No. No. We’re still trying to get used to the fact we’re married.” Sue hurried down the hall, back toward the living room.
 
   “How did that happen anyway?” Jama asked.
 
   Keely shook her head at Jama. “What’s for lunch? I’m starved.”
 
   “Chicken salad sandwiches on croissants with marinated pasta and a fruit salad. Kyle picked it up at the deli for me yesterday and I got the croissants from the bakery down the street this morning before he left for work.”
 
   “Sounds yummy.”
 
   Sue helped herself to a plate of food and a glass of tea and sat down at the dining room table with them, but she felt odd not answering Jama’s earlier question. “We were drunk. That’s how it happened.”
 
   Keely dropped her fork and it clattered against the side of her plate. “Lucinda didn’t tell me that.”
 
   “She didn’t?” Sue asked. “But you said she told you how and when.”
 
   “Well that must have been a shocker to wake up married,” Jama said.
 
   “It was. I can’t remember it. I’ve watched the wedding DVD over and over again, but I can’t remember the ceremony.” She began to cry. “I love him. I want to be with him, but I can’t get past the fact that we were drunk when we did it.”
 
   “Oh honey,” Keely finally said, rubbing her on the back. “It’s okay.”
 
   “Sure it is. You can just get married again.” Jama got up and brought a box of tissue from the living room. She removed several from the box and handed them to Sue.
 
   “But I made such a big deal the morning after about not needing a church wedding. What will he think if I suddenly tell him I want to redo our vows?”
 
   “I think my brother will understand. He loves you and he will want whatever will make you happy.”
 
   “Yeah. I haven’t met Alex yet, but I’m sure he’d agree with you.”
 
   Sue dried her eyes and excused herself to the bathroom. When she returned she told them about their honeymoon plans over Christmas.
 
   “I think that sounds wonderful,” Keely said.
 
   “You aren’t upset that Alex won’t be here for Christmas?”
 
   “No. I won’t be upset. And you shouldn’t worry about me either. It’s your first Christmas together. You should spend it however the two of you want.”
 
   “I don’t want to take your brother away from you.”
 
   “Honey you aren’t. He’s your husband first. My brother second now. You are making a family together and that is what matters.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Later that afternoon Sue carried a few bags of groceries into her apartment to prepare dinner for her and Alex. He was coming over for the night and she wanted everything to be perfect. Once she had the food on to cook she spread her best tablecloth on the table and arranged the plates, silver ware and glasses. She even added two candlesticks to make the setting more intimate.
 
   She glanced at her watch and hurried back into the kitchen to check on the food, knowing he should be arriving soon. When she heard the knock at the door, she stuck the bread in the oven before going to answer the door.
 
   Finding her sister standing there was not what she expected. “Hey. What’s wrong? You don’t look happy.”
 
   “I’m not. I went to use my credit card and it was declined.” She came into the apartment and Sue closed the door behind her. “So I thought about what we’d charged on it for Vegas. Three tickets, the hotel room, the spa trips, but I should have had more line of credit than that.” Kimberly opened her purse and pulled out a folded sheet of paper as she sat down on the bar stool. “I went online at home and checked the statement of charges to be sure I hadn’t forgotten anything. And I hadn’t. Except there were two charges that I didn’t know about.”
 
   Sue listened to her and went over to the stove to turn the eyes down to low so the food wouldn’t burn until Alex got there. “What were they for?”
 
   Kimberly laughed and shook her head. “Well that’s the funny thing. One is to a wedding chapel and the other is for a very expensive hotel room with room service. Since Phil and I aren’t getting married until next weekend and you had my credit card until after you returned from Vegas that leaves me with only one explanation. Is there something you forgot to tell me?”
 
   Sue swallowed and stared at her almost forgetting to breath.
 
   “You are wearing that ring on your left hand that wasn’t there before the trip.”
 
   Unable to find her voice she ran from the room to her bedroom and opened up her drawer searching for where she’d put the DVD. Kimberly followed her.
 
   “Sue. Did you and Alex get married?”
 
   Still unable to form words she handed the case to her sister and nodded.
 
   Kimberly looked down at what was in her hands. “Oh, my lord. You did.”
 
   “We did those shooters and…and…and I woke up in a Doris Day movie.”
 
   “Yeah, but Alex is no Rock Hudson. He’s better. He’s straight.”
 
   Sue laughed. “Whatever the charges are on your credit card I’ll pay for. I didn’t know I used it. I don’t remember anything about that night.”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’ve watched that DVD so many times and I still can’t remember saying ‘I do’. But I did and I so do.”
 
   “Oh, Sue,” Kimberly hugged her. “This is all Brandon’s fault. You just wait until I tell Phil what happened.”
 
   “No. Don’t. Alex and I need to figure out some things first. I’d rather limit the people that know about Vegas, especially if we decide to have a wedding with family and friends. I don’t want to upstage you either with people talking about my scandalous wedding. And we definitely can’t mention this to Mom and Dad.”
 
   Her sister nodded. “Whatever you want. So can I watch this?”
 
   “If you have to.”
 
   “I do.” She went into the living room and turned on the television. “So tell me, how’s it like being Mrs. Jones?”
 
   “Great.” Sue walked into the kitchen to check on the food and to get the bread out of the oven. 
 
   “I bet he’s good—”
 
   “Kimberly, don’t make me tell Phil that you’re having naughty thoughts about my husband.”
 
   Her sister laughed and she heard the music on the DVD start. She placed the bread in a cloth lined basket and covered it with a clean dishtowel to keep it warm until Alex arrived. He was running late which wasn’t like him. 
 
   “Wow. You may not remember it, but I’ve never seen you look happier in all my life.”
 
   “Really?” she walked back into the living room
 
   “Yes. Didn’t you notice that silly grin on your face?” Kimberly searched the footage on the DVD to show her what she was talking about. “Actually, it’s been there for weeks so maybe you didn’t realize it. You love him. Admit it.”
 
   Sue sat down beside her on the sofa. “I do. I whole heartedly do.”
 
   “That’s fabulous.” Kimberly hugged her. “I knew it was going to happen to you from that first night you met. Aren’t you glad I paired the two of you up with that lock and key game?”
 
   “I knew it!” Sue jumped up. “I knew you did that on purpose.”
 
   “Sorry. But you had already met all of Phil’s friends and no sparks flew so I took a chance it might be different with Alex. Boy was I right.”
 
   Sue shook her head. “I can’t be mad about it because you were right.”
 
   Kimberly dug in her purse and found a pen. She circled the total on the credit card statement. “That is how much you owe me. You can either give me the money or pay the balance to my caterer.”
 
   Sue sucked in her breath at the figure. No hotel room was worth that price a night and they weren’t even there a full night. “And I guess you need that now?”
 
   “I have to pay my caterer.”
 
   “How about I write you a check, but you don’t cash it until I go and transfer money from my savings to my checking first thing tomorrow?”
 
   “That’ll work.”
 
   She numbly walked to get her purse glad she was getting a nice pay raise with her promotion so she could afford to make such a dumb move. As she understood it, she had insisted on paying for the wedding, but had she also insisted on the room or was that a package deal, but two charges? The credit card statement didn’t make a distinction. And she didn’t have a receipt for the wedding or the hotel charges to compare. Oh why did they do those jello shots?
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Alex woke with Sue curled up next to him. She looked so beautiful and peaceful lying there asleep. Unlike the pain he’d seen in her eyes when he finally showed up last night. He’d been extremely late getting home, ruining the dinner she’d cooked and the evening they’d planned. But he’d gotten held up at work, and a wreck on the interstate had traffic backed up for miles. He couldn’t even call her because he’d dropped his cellphone in the grass while playing with the dogs on Thursday night and Queenie had destroyed it, mistaking it for a chew toy by the time he noticed it was missing.
 
   Sue tried to act as if everything was fine, but he could tell she was upset, especially when she reheated the food and the chicken was dry. They didn’t argue, but she’d gone to bed early. It wasn’t the way he’d planned to end their first week married.
 
   He reached out and pulled her to him, holding her. She stirred, laying her head on his chest.
 
   “Good morning,” she murmured, planting tiny kisses along his collarbone.
 
   “Sh-h-h. Go back to sleep. I didn’t mean to wake you.”
 
   “Too late.” She nuzzled his neck, her warm breath sending shivers down his spine. “Will you marry me?”
 
   “I already did. Or have you forgotten already?”
 
   “Marry me again.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   She looked up and nodded. “I know I said in Vegas I didn’t need a big church wedding, and I don’t, but it really bothers me that I can’t remember our vows or saying I do, and I really want that memory. Not because I watched it a hundred times on a DVD trying to make myself remember, but because I remember saying the words. Because I love you Alex Jones and I want to store those words in my heart forever and ever.”
 
   He cupped her face between his hands and kissed the tip of her nose. “Yes. I’ll marry you again.”
 
   “Yeah!” She clapped her hands and scurried from the bed.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “To shower. I have to get to the bank this morning before Kimberly cashes a check I wrote her last night.”
 
   “Why?” He sat up in bed.
 
   She showed him the credit card statement and the amount circled in red.
 
   “Whoa! It cost that much to stay at that hotel?”
 
   “Yes. And I was so out of it that I used her credit card and now she needs to pay her caterer.”
 
   “W—wait a minute. If you used her credit card then does that mean she knows we are married?”
 
   “Yes, so much for trying to keep her from being hurt. And you know, she was actually excited. She’s even taking credit for getting us together because she finally admitted she paired us up for the lock and key game. I told you it was rigged.”
 
   A slow grin spread across his handsome face. “She can claim what she wants, but baby you know we were meant to be together from the moment you rear ended my truck because you were checking me out.”
 
   Sue opened her eyes wide and sank down on the edge of the bed, almost landing in the floor. “Y—you knew that was why I hit your truck?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Jiminy!”
 
   “No, Alex.” 
 
   She laughed.
 
   He pushed her back on the bed, covering her as he kissed her. She closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around him, knowing they’d be okay.
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
   One week later…
 
    
 
   Sue woke feeling funny. She slowly sat up and the odd sensation in her stomach sent her scurrying from the bed, waking Alex in her retreat.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he sat up, throwing the covers back and following her into the bathroom.
 
   “Don’t look,” she gasped between heaves as everything in her stomach made a mad exodus into the commode.
 
   “Oh honey, are you sick?”
 
   Retching again and again until there was nothing left, she couldn’t believe he had just asked that question. No, she was having a party. Didn’t he want to join? 
 
   He got a washcloth from the cabinet and wet it, rubbing the back of her neck with it.
 
   She pulled toilet tissue off the roll and wiped her mouth and blew her nose. “I think I want to die.” She flushed the commode and stood up, feeling light headed.
 
   “Sh—h—h. It’ll be okay.” He scooped her up in his arms and carried her back to the bed. He sat down, holding her. “Do you think it was something you ate last night at the rehearsal dinner?”
 
   “No. I don’t think it was the food. You ate the same thing I did and you’re fine.”
 
   “Has anyone been sick at work?”
 
   “No. I don’t think it’s that either.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   She moved out of his arms and crawled back to her pillow, laying her head on it and hugging his to her chest. “I’m late.”
 
   “No. We don’t have to be at the church for your sister’s wedding for another few hours.”
 
   “Not that kind of late, Alex. We were in Vegas three weeks ago. I don’t think we used protection that night.”
 
   He stared at her, not saying a word for the longest time. She watched him closely almost certain he hadn’t even taken a breath. 
 
   “Okay.” He grinned and reached out to touch her stomach. “So we might have a little one in there?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “You can say that again.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   She laughed and he lay down beside her, tilting her chin up for his kiss. He played with the charm around her neck not saying anything for a long time and tried to wrap his head around the possibility that he was going to be a father. A father.
 
   “What are you thinking?” she asked.
 
   “These last few weeks have been jammed full of changes.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “But it’s been exciting.”
 
   “And scary.”
 
   “That too.”
 
   “But we’re happy and we’re together.”
 
   He nodded. “Don’t move.” Getting up he went over to where he’d laid his pants the night before. He fished something out of the pocket and brought it to her. “Lucinda gave you that charm before we met, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “She gave me this bottle. She told me to keep it with me at all times because it holds a good luck potion. And as much as I find her voodoo hokey, I have to admit it has brought me very good luck.”
 
   Sue smiled, entwining her fingers with his. “You’re my Vous Deux, Alex.”
 
   “And you’re mine.”
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