
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   
 
 
    
 
   Calling 
 
   Kupid
 
    
 
    
 
   Kupid’s Cove
 
   Book 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Katie Mettner
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Copyright 2016 Katie Mettner
 
   All rights reserved for this book its content, including the cover art by Forward Authority Design. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior permission of the publisher. The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Names, characters, and plots are a product of the author’s imagination. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Always keep your heart open because, as they say in Hawaii, ke'aloha (love is all around).
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   Valentine’s Day
 
    
 
   I lifted the lace wedding dress off the bed to secure it on the hanger, before attempting to stuff all the tulle into the dress bag.
 
   “Are you sure, Kate?” Freddie asked for the third time since I took possession of her wedding gown. 
 
   “Freddie, this is your wedding night. You’re not going to babysit me!” I exclaimed, also for the third time. 
 
   I finally got the rest of the gown inside the bag and used my left elbow to hold it in while my right hand zipped it up. It must have been quite the sight. When I finished, I stood up and wiped my brow. Freddie was wringing her hands in front of her looking at me anxiously. 
 
   “I just feel bad because I invited you out here and didn’t think about you having to spend tonight alone. At least go with Remington to enjoy the island?”
 
   I fought against rolling my eyes at the mention of her new husband’s business partner. “Can you spare me that, please? Rem is a nice guy and all, but he’s got the personality of earwax. Besides, I heard him tell Flynn he was dying to check out the electrical system of the hotel before he leaves. Who does that?”
 
   She snickered into her hand. “Okay, that’s weird.”
 
   “I’m going to get myself a nice drink and take a walk along the beach one more time before I fly back to the cold of Snowberry tomorrow. I don’t mind being alone. I’ve spent the last week with you and Flynn, which has been wonderful, but you deserve some alone time now that you’re officially married.” I got an envelope out of my purse and handed it to her. “In fact, here’s your wedding gift from me. I didn’t know what to get the woman with more money than the National Reserve, so I had to get creative.”
 
   She snorted and stuck her tongue out at me. It was a tradition we started when we fought over a boy for the first time way back in seventh grade. When she pulled the keycard from the envelope, she gasped. 
 
   “Kate, you didn’t!” 
 
   I clapped my hands and grinned. “I did!”
 
   “You upgraded our room to the honeymoon suite!”
 
   I put my arm around her shoulders and walked her towards the door of my hotel room. “Yes, and that’s where you should be. Go get what you need from your room for the night and head up there. They’re waiting to give you the royal Hawaiian treatment.” I hugged her when we stopped at the door. “I love you, Sis. Thanks for including me in the best day of your life.”
 
   She hugged me even tighter. “You’re the only reason I’m still alive to get married. If you hadn’t saved my life that night…look what I would have missed. I really do owe you everything, Kate.”
 
   I stepped out of her arms and held the door open. “Not everything, just your firstborn child.” I winked and she giggled, stopping short when she really thought about it. I nudged her toward the door. “Enough sappy stuff. It’s time to enjoy being a newlywed. I’m going to pack, then have one last stroll on that beautiful beach.”
 
   She kissed my cheek on the way out the door. “Text me when you get home?”
 
   I nodded. “Of course, I’ll be flying back with Remington. By then, I’m certain I’ll be able to tell you how many outlets are on every wall in the entire resort.”
 
   She shook with laughter and looked down the hall. “He’s unique, but really a great guy. You should give him a chance.”
 
   I curled one side of my nose up and shook my head. “I’ve known Rem all my life, and while I agree he’s nice and would do anything for anyone, I’m happy with being his friend.”
 
   She patted my face. “You always were the diplomatic one.” She straightened her silk robe and adjusted her long black hair. “Do I look okay?”
 
   This time my face broke into a smile. “Oh yeah, you look marvelous, darling. Flynn is going to be a very happy man.”
 
   I blew her a kiss and closed the door, effectively ending the era of Freddie and Kate.
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   “Salted nut roll, please,” I ordered, slipping my denim clad hind end over the barstool. 
 
   The bartender stopped what he was doing to lean over the bar. “We don’t have any candy bars.”
 
   I rolled my eyes internally. Why don’t bartenders in Hawaii know about all the good drinks from the mainland? 
 
   “It’s a drink,” I informed him. “Rim the shot glass in salt, add a shot of Rumchata, and a half a shot of butterscotch schnapps. Voila, salted nut roll.”
 
   His nose curled up a little. “Why would you want to drink that when you could have a beautiful piňa colada served in a pineapple?”
 
   “I’ve been here for a week and I never want to look at another piňa colada ever again.”
 
   He flipped the bar rag over his shoulder. “A salted nut roll it is.”
 
   He went to work making the drink while I looked around the small tiki bar that sat near the water. My time in Hawaii was ending, but the newlyweds were staying for another week for their honeymoon. Flynn’s business partner, Remington, and I were flying back to the reality of our jobs and the cold of Snowberry.
 
   I had enjoyed my time here at Orchid Reef Resort, but if I learned one thing it was this; Hawaii is a place for couples. Being here as a single woman was about as much fun as going to a couples retreat weekend, alone. It was a giant waste of time. 
 
   I picked up the shot the bartender sat in front of me. “Bottoms up,” I quipped then swallowed the drink in one gulp. I smacked my lips as soon as the glass was back on the bar. “Mmmm, that was good. Hit me again.” I slapped the bar twice and then rested my chin on my hand as I gazed out at the beautiful dark waters of the Pacific Ocean. 
 
   “I wonder if I walk out into the water and never resurface if anyone would notice I was missing,” I pondered aloud.
 
    “I’d notice,” a man said and I turned my head to the right, slowly. 
 
   “Hey, Strong, long time no see.” The bartender winked at him. 
 
   The man perched on the stool next to me was dressed in khaki pants with a neat crease that went all the way down to his trendy boat shoes. He wore an understated silk Hawaiian shirt that brushed the bronze skin of his tanned arms when a breeze blew. 
 
   “You aren’t contemplating ending your life on this beautiful island, are you?”
 
   I shook my head, my tongue suddenly tied. 
 
   He turned back to the bar and waved at the bartender to come over. “Hi, Donnelly. It’s good to be back in Honolulu. I’ll have my usual.”
 
   “Me too,” I said, pointing at the empty shot glass.
 
   He leaned back on his barstool and shoulder bumped me. “What’s your usual? It looks empty.”
 
   “Salted nut roll. What’s yours?”
 
   He raised one brow and looked me over, from my sienna eyes all the way down to my pink Kate Spade sandals. 
 
   “Between the Sheets.”
 
   I looked back to Donnelly and held up my hand. “I changed my mind. Give me a Sex on the Beach, extra sexy.” 
 
   I eyed the man next to me again. “I didn’t have you pegged as a drinker of girly drinks.”
 
   “I didn’t have you pegged as a player,” he responded in kind. 
 
   I felt my insides quiver a little at his words. I’m so not a player, but when in Hawaii…
 
   “I was just thinking about how enticing the ocean looked. I could walk out into it and no one would even know I was gone.”
 
   He tossed aside the paper umbrella from his drink and took a sip from the straw. “Oh, I think people would notice. Not just anyone can pull off that outfit.”
 
   I looked down at the floral print tank top and faux cut-off denim shorts I’d donned after the ceremony. The top was understated, pink with white flowers, and roped straps held up my voluptuous twins. 
 
   “I was the maid of honor at my best friend’s wedding earlier. I was tired of the long dress getting wrapped around my legs.”
 
   I smiled at the bartender as he slid my drink over to me. I copied Strong’s routine, sipping from the straw. 
 
   “And now you’re sitting here alone at the bar?” he deduced.
 
   “Brilliant, Watson. This is still better than talking to the best man who is a bald electrician with about as much personality as copper wire.”
 
   He smirked and I began to feel the effects of the alcohol I’d been consuming for what seemed like forty-eight hours straight. I blatantly checked him out. His hair was graying, just slightly, at the temples, giving him a distinguished look of a much older man. It looked thick and silky, and I wondered what it would feel like to tangle my hands in it while we lay between the sheets. 
 
   I felt one side of my lips tip up and laughed softly, finishing my drink while my eyes drank in his features. His face was defined, the hard lines of his jaw and cheekbones reminding me of the models in the magazines for Calvin Klein. He wore a ridiculously cute pair of tortoiseshell glasses that hid a commanding pair of smoky green eyes and the sexiest laugh lines at the edge of his lashes. I began to wonder what they would look like filled with lust for a woman. 
 
   “So, Strong, is it?” I asked, pushing my glass towards the bartender once again. 
 
   “That’s what my employees and friends call me, yes.” 
 
   “So is that your way of saying Donnelly is your friend or your employee?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch your name.”
 
   “I didn’t throw it.” I smiled and his perfectly plucked eyebrow went up another inch.
 
   “Are you going to make me guess?”
 
   “Tell me what I look like and I’ll tell you if you’re right.”
 
   He let his brow come all the way back down as he trailed the length of my body very slowly. When his eyes met mine again, he cracked a smile. “I can’t decide if you’re a Tiffany or a Cinnamon.”
 
   I laughed and clapped my hands once, shaking my finger at him. “You’re so far from the truth.” I stuck my hand out. “I’m Penny.”
 
   He slipped his hand into mine and shook it firmly. “Nice to meet you, Penny. I didn’t see that name coming.”
 
   I took a few seconds longer than necessary to me to drop his hand because the warmth and softness of it was something I was missing in my life. I took a sip from my new drink and scolded myself internally. Get a grip, Kate. You just introduced yourself with a name that no one has called you since you were fourteen. When I heard the name come from his lips, I felt like a teenager again, and that was not a feeling I liked. I pushed the glass a little bit farther away, no more alcohol for me. 
 
   I cleared my throat. “I believe I asked you a question that you have yet to answer.”
 
   He pushed his empty glass back towards the bartender and held up his hand to refuse another. “Donnelly is a friend, but also an employee.”
 
   It was my turn to raise a brow. “You own this place? It’s the biggest resort on the island.”
 
   “Would it be better if it was the smallest resort on the island?” he asked and I cocked my head at him. He pointed at my face and chuckled. “I asked, because as soon as I said I owned the place you looked pained.”
 
   I shook my head. “No, not pained, just surprised. I wasn’t expecting to spar with the owner of the establishment this fine evening. It must be the alcohol clouding my otherwise keen eye.”
 
   Strong stood and waved at Donnelly and said, “Put mine and hers on my room charge.”
 
   Donnelly waved and Strong tucked his phone in his pocket. “Would you like to take a walk on the beach and uncloud your eye?”
 
   I slipped off the stool and was thankful for the hindsight of wearing sandals to the beach. “Sounds much more exciting than talking about how many sockets are in each room.”
 
   “I can answer that question depending on the room you’re in - standard, queen, king, or penthouse?” He laughed and the sound went straight through my soul. 
 
   “Standard. I’m not a queen, I have no king, and I’m not a prostitute.”
 
   He tossed his head to the side, running my words through his head. “I’m really glad you didn’t walk into the water and disappear, Penny. You have a terrific sense of humor. I would have missed it.” 
 
   He held out his hand and I laid mine in his while he helped me down the three steps to the sandy beach. He didn’t drop my hand as we walked towards the water. Instead, he held it tightly to his side, keeping me close. I started to tip into his shoulder and he bumped me back to a standing position. 
 
   I giggled. “Sorry about that, the sand is kind of hard to walk in with these shoes.”
 
   He stopped and knelt down, pulling my heel out of the strap, first the left then the right. When he stood up again he held them out to me.
 
   I accepted them with a grin. “Thanks, that’s not going to keep me from tipping over, but the sand is warm between my toes.”
 
   He grabbed my other hand again and resumed the walk. “Hawaii is the best place to go barefoot. The sand is so fine it’s like walking on sugar. I’ve spent time on many tropical islands, but none are quite like Hawaii.”
 
   “Are you a resort mogul?” I asked, the alcohol slurring my speech just a hint. 
 
   He laughed. “I wouldn’t say mogul. I have my hand in a few places here and there, but enough about me. What do you do?”
 
   I stumbled and he righted me before I landed face first in the surf. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked and I nodded. 
 
   “Sorry, don’t know what happened there. I’m, ah, I’m ah, I work with books.”
 
   “You sound unsure.”
 
   “More like having difficulty trying to explain with all that alcohol running through my system and the beauty spread out before me.” I shook my head and the palm trees in front of me tilted at dizzying speeds “What did he put in that drink, anyway?” 
 
   “You did ask for it extra sexy.”
 
   I groaned. “I did, didn’t I? No wonder I feel like I’m going to fall down.”
 
   He pulled me into his arms and pointed towards the water. “Have you ever gone swimming in the dark?”
 
   “In Hawaii?” 
 
   He winked. “We are in Honolulu.”
 
   “Hmm, then the answer would be no.”
 
   He took the sandals from my hand and tossed them to the sand, then kicked off his boating shoes and stepped out of his pants. I watched in fascination as his long legs slid from the material to reveal Speedos underneath. I tried to avert my eyes, but his package was blatantly obvious in the small garment. 
 
   I reached up and unbuttoned his silk shirt, one button at a time, painfully slowly. Not because I was so drunk I couldn’t make the buttons work, but because I was enjoying the sweet torture I could see in his eyes. 
 
   When the last button let the material fall open, I smoothed my hands against his muscled chest and pushed the garment down his shoulders. “Mmmm,” I hummed.
 
   He captured my hands against his pecs. “Do you like what you see?” 
 
   “I love a man with no chest hair. It’s so….sexy.”
 
   I tried to shake my head and get myself under control, but the alcohol had long since disarmed my common sense. 
 
   He brought his hands up into my hair and loosened the bun that held the hazel tresses in place. “And I love a woman with long hair I can tangle my fingers in.” 
 
   He did just that, wrapping my hair into his fists and gently tugging me towards him until our mouths were inches apart. He walked backwards into the surf and I had no choice but to follow. In what seemed like the blink of an eye my shorts were covered and the water hovered at the base of my breasts. 
 
   “What do you think about night swimming so far?” he asked.
 
   “Oh, shut up and kiss me,” I moaned. 
 
   He didn’t hesitate, just crushed his lips to mine with the practiced precision of a modern day gigolo. I brought my hands up to his face and rubbed the laugh lines by his eyes, dripping water onto his glasses. He leaned back without ending the kiss and I had to grab him around the neck to keep from floating away from him. He took full advantage of my lips opening out of surprise and guided his tongue between them. I moaned when he traced the roof of my mouth. It was a long, low, I’m in need, kind of moan and I felt him go hard against my thigh. 
 
   The water lapped around us and he pulled back a hairsbreadth to speak. “Have you ever had sex on the beach?” 
 
   I shifted on his lap, causing a low groan to come from his lips. “No, the sand gets in places it shouldn’t. Besides, I’ve never actually had sex,” I giggled.
 
   “You’re a virgin?” he ground out, his hand stilling on my thigh. 
 
   “Yes, is that bad?” I asked while rubbing his now hard trouser snake.
 
   His eyes rolled back in his head and he moaned softly. “No, you just don’t strike me as a virgin.”
 
   “I might be a virgin, but I’m not innocent.” I slid my hand into his Speedo to prove my point. 
 
   “Oh, sweet mother of Mary, no you aren’t.” He was almost holding his breath as he spoke. He lifted one arm from the water to point towards a grass style hut in the distance. It sat regally on tall stilts, daring the ocean to mess with it. There was a long set of glistening wooden stairs that led to the promises hidden beyond. Through the gauzy curtains, I could see a single light shining as it beckoned me toward it.
 
   “I think that still qualifies as sex on the beach,” I breathed out as his head moved down to my chest, so his lips could kiss a pattern towards my hidden promises.
 
   “It’s my private chalet. There’s just enough room for a king-sized bed, a whirlpool tub, and a fantastic view.”
 
   His lips stopped at the V of my cleavage and his tongue slipped down between them making it clear just what the view would be. 
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   “Single white female, 26…” My lip curled up and my hands hesitated on the keys. That’s such a cliché opening line for a personal ad. I could just hear my best friend’s voice in my ear, “You need to stand out amongst the other pathetic losers, Kate.” I always fussed at her when she used to call us that, but now that she’s married, and I’m not, I have to face facts. I am a pathetic loser.
 
   Freddie thinks she’s an expert on love now. When I left her house earlier, I was secretly glad to get away from their happiness. It was suffocating me, not because I begrudged them their joy, but when you aren’t happy, it’s hard to pretend you are, even for your best friend. She said something at dinner that played through my mind on repeat.
 
   “It’s been almost a year, Kate. You’ve got to stop thinking about what happened in Hawaii and start dating again. You were too good for him anyway.” Freddie had gone on a much longer tirade about why I had to ‘forget about that jerk in Hawaii’ and why I couldn’t ‘let him keep stealing your self-esteem’,’ but I tuned her out after the first thirty seconds. It was easy for her to say those things, but not so easy for me to do them. 
 
   Freddie resembles a Greek goddess. She’s over six feet tall, thin as a string bean and dark skinned, while I’m barely five feet tall, thick-waisted, according to that ‘jerk’ in Hawaii, and as pasty white as the snow outside my door. Frankly, that was just the tip of the iceberg of how different we are. Maybe that’s why we’ve stayed friends all these years.
 
   My pinkie finger hit the backspace until the screen was empty and the cursor was flashing at me, scolding me for still thinking about that ‘jerk.’ 
 
   I took a deep breath and started to type, again. “DUFF (designated ugly fat friend) looking for the love of her life in a personal ad because there are no good men left in Snowberry, Minnesota. Please, I beg you, call me.”
 
   I set the laptop on the glass coffee table and lay over on the couch, my feet still touching the floor. I’m losing my mind at the ripe old age of twenty-seven; I’m sure of it. I was so desperate for a decent guy to date I had even tried speed dating, in costume. The one guy even remotely interesting fell in love with Freddie and that left me with the bald electrician or the boring accountant. I would rather be single.
 
   I sat up and banged my head on the back of the couch a few times. I’m the youngest partner of a well-established law firm and I’m supposed to have it all together, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Other than Freddie, I have no family, no promising suitors, and no life. I feel trapped in this little town, but to leave it would be impossible.
 
   I took a second to glance up at the small apartment and groaned. It looked like a tornado roared through it at an F5 rate. There were books, clothes, and dirty dishes strewn around the open concept kitchen and living area. I looked down at my chest and decided I didn’t look much better. I was in my sleep pants and nightshirt, but in my defense, it was eight o’clock on a Saturday night.  My shirt was a remnant from my college days at Brigham Young and had more holes than material. Actually, one of the holes now gave everyone a peep show of my left nipple.
 
   Oh! There’s one thing I have going for me! My perky boobs. I straightened the ladies a little under my shirt, so my nipple stopped flashing the masses. I snorted into the empty room. What masses? I’m alone at eight o’clock on a Saturday night. 
 
   “Can you have a midlife crisis at twenty-seven?” I asked the only other living thing in the apartment, my cactus, King Noah, but it just stood there in silent defiance as if to say, ‘Your life sucks’. 
 
   Great. It’s official, my name is Katie P. Kupid, and I’m never going to find a guy. I’m going to be a DUFF, FA. Designated ugly fat friend, forever alone. Not that there was anything wrong with being forever alone, if that’s what you want to be, but I have a reputation to uphold. I guffawed at myself, slapped my hand on the couch a few times, and rolled my eyes. 
 
   The only person who still believed I had a ‘reputation’ was Winifred. I’ve talked about my epic ‘Netflix and chill’ college days for years. What that implied was I slept with any guy I brought back to my apartment. The whole story was a fabrication. A lie I told her to keep from thinking I was the biggest loser in the men department. Clearly, she didn’t know that in order to go to Brigham Young University you must abide by the honor code. That includes a college life of chastity. Since I didn’t live on campus, I was only loosely required to abide by it, but I’ve never been a one-night stand kind of girl. The few relationships I’ve had definitely lasted longer than that, but, in the end, didn’t leave me aching to break any code, implied or otherwise. 
 
   Once I graduated from law school and returned to Snowberry, I was far too busy with my career to worry about dating.  I was becoming a seasoned actress when it came to telling Winifred about my dates in Rochester. The truth was I usually never left my apartment. I just went to bed early and shut off all the lights. Yes, I was definitely a DUFF, a smart one, but one all the same. 
 
   I picked my laptop up in a moment of inspiration and began to type… 
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   Gideon
 
    
 
   “Graham!” I called from my office. “Graham, where in the hell are you?”
 
   I knew he wouldn’t yell back, but sometimes it was amusing to try and rattle him. The man was the calmest person I’ve ever known, which is good, since I’m a ‘complete whirlwind of ‘bossitivity’, as Graham puts it. 
 
   “Don’t get your boxers in a bundle; I’m right here,” he called from the outer office. Finally, his bowtie clad body breezed through the door as if he hadn’t a care in the world. “What did you need, oh mighty one?”
 
   I leaned on the desk and folded my hands. “I want to know who this Kate Kupid is.”
 
   “Kate Kupid?”
 
   I picked up a yellow slip of paper and waved it in the air. “It’s in your handwriting. It says, and I quote, ‘Call Kate Kupid.’ Who is Kate Kupid and why am I calling her?”
 
   Graham came over and took the slip of paper from me, trying to pretend it was the first time he’d ever laid eyes on it. I knew better. 
 
   “Why are you dodging the question? Just tell me who she is.” 
 
   “She’s the junior partner in the Kadlec and Cagle Law Firm. Now it’s Kadlec, Cagle and Kupid. Well, actually Kadlec has officially retired so does that make it Cagle and Kupid Law Firm?”
 
   I waved my hand at him. “What’s your point?”
 
   “My point is that Kate Kupid is your mother’s lawyer.”
 
   I shook my head. “There’s no way my father would hire a female lawyer.”
 
   Graham leaned on my desk and looked at me from under the flap of hair that always hung over his eyebrows. “If you were paying attention during the reading of the will last week, instead of playing on your Blackberry...”
 
   I blatantly rolled my eyes. “No one uses Blackberries anymore. What decade do you live in? It’s a Samsung Galaxy. What’s your point?”
 
   “My point is that while you were playing on your giant Rice-A-Roni box of a phone, the probate officer was reading your mother’s will.”
 
   “Which I helped her write, so I am fully aware of what it says.”
 
   “Then you should know who Kate Kupid is.” He stood back up and turned to go. 
 
   “All right, all right, so I wasn’t paying attention during the reading, but I can promise you that you’ve got this all wrong. There is no way my father would trust his afterlife business to a woman.”
 
   Graham sat back down in one of the most uncomfortable chairs in my office. I kept them there to make sure no one got too comfortable and hung around. He crossed his legs and waved his preppy black leather shoe at me. 
 
   “Your father didn’t. Your mother did.”
 
   “My mother?”
 
   Graham rubbed his thumbs against each other. “You know, that woman we just buried next to her husband of forty years, Gideon Armstrong Sr., leaving their only offspring, Gideon Armstrong Jr., to remain a pain in my derrière.”
 
   “A pain in your derrière? Are you actually a woman in men’s clothing?”
 
   He flicked his hand like he was dismissing me. I leaned back in my chair, making it rock a little bit. “So you’re telling me my mom is the one who changed the will and made this Kate Kupid the executor?”
 
   “No, I’m telling you your mom changed the will to make Kate Kupid legal counsel for Armstrong Pharmacy in Snowberry. You remain the executor of the will.”
 
   “My father would never allow that,” I insisted, shaking my head. “He will have a freak out attack when mom joins him in afterlife matrimony.”
 
   Graham snorted, but tried to cover it with a cough. “He’ll be fine with it. Kate is Mormon.”
 
   My eyebrows went up in surprise. “Seriously?”
 
   “As serious as the bowtie around my neck.”
 
   I took a gander at what he had on today. It was foxes wearing glasses while reading books. I shook my head at him and frowned. 
 
   “Mom worked with Kadlec since my father died; why the sudden change? Do you think it was just because she’s Mormon?”
 
   “Kadlec was retiring, which meant your mom had to find a new lawyer. She said something to me not too long before she made the change that made me pause.”
 
   I gave him the ‘out with it’ motion with my hand, as he gloated. He had knowledge I didn’t, and he was enjoying it.
 
   “She said if she was ever going to get a grandchild she was going to have to prod you along in the dating department.”
 
   “So she’s hooking me up from beyond the grave? What good does a grandchild do her now?”
 
   He shrugged and picked some imaginary lint off his pants. “She told me all this before the cancer. I got the feeling she was going to arrange a way for the two of you to meet, but she got sick too quickly.”
 
   I didn’t like the idea that my mom was trying to set me up with someone. Penny’s face flashed through my mind again and I knew she was why I didn’t like the idea. She was still haunting my dreams all these months later.
 
   I leaned on my desk. “I’m going to Snowberry, aren’t I?” I finally asked. 
 
   “Once you call for an appointment with Kate Kupid, then yes, you’re going to Snowberry.”
 
   I curled one lip up. “Do I have to? Can’t you call her and convince her to come here?”
 
   He laughed and stood, doing that leaning thing on my desk again. “She’s not a minion at your beck and call. She’s a woman, a very beautiful woman, who happens to be incredibly smart, so don’t be your usual surly self when you call her.”
 
   I mimicked his words with a surly look on my face when he strode towards the door. “If she’s so smart and beautiful, why don’t you go to Snowberry?”
 
   He leaned against the doorjamb. “Because my name isn’t Gideon Armstrong Jr. and it’s not my parents’ pharmacy.” He motioned at my phone with his finger all pointy and judgy. “Call her, now.”
 
   I picked up the phone, holding it in my hand while I waited for him to leave. When he disappeared, I opened the internet app, rather than the phone app, and typed in the law firm name. I brought the phone closer to my face turning it left then right before laying the phone upside down on my blotter. No, no, no. That cannot be Kate Kupid. I picked up the phone again and stared at the beautiful sienna eyes that still haunted my dreams to this day. There was no way I was calling Kate Kupid.
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   “Rosie?” I called. “Rosie, where are you?”
 
   I was hoping the tone of my voice would have her running back here to see why I wanted her, but after five minutes, she still hadn’t appeared. I hit the intercom on the phone instead. “Rosie, what in the heck are you doing?”
 
   The words weren’t out of my mouth before she was standing in the doorway. “I was doing my job, which involved talking on the phone in a friendly manner, not yelling over my shoulder at my pesky boss!”
 
   I held up my hands. “Sorry, I’m a little cranky today.”
 
   She folded her arms over her chest. “You don’t say. What did you need?”
 
   “I want to know who this Gideon Armstrong guy is. He’s coming at eleven and I didn’t make that appointment. I knew a Gideon Armstrong, but he’s been dead for years.” 
 
   “I made that appointment. He called late yesterday afternoon and I forgot to mention it when you came in. Before he gets here, I’m afraid I have some bad news.”
 
   I went around my desk and took her arm, guiding her to a chair. I knelt next to her and patted her shoulder. “Is it your mom?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, mom is doing great. Ever since Winifred got her that gym membership, she’s in the pool every day.”
 
   “Good, so if it’s not your mom, then what’s the bad news?”
 
   “Mrs. Armstrong has passed on.”
 
   I put my hand to my mouth. “Karen Armstrong?”
 
   She nodded and I frowned, thinking about the last time I had seen Karen in the office. It was almost six months ago now. 
 
   “What happened? She wasn’t that old.”
 
   “Breast cancer. By the time they found it, she was too far gone.”
 
   “So Gideon is Karen’s son?”
 
   “Gideon Armstrong Jr.”
 
   “Ahh, okay. She told me the last time she was here, that she would be sending over new requests for the pharmacy, but I never received them.”
 
   Rosie frowned. “I wonder if I gave it to Attorney Kadlec because he was her lawyer for years. I’ll check his files.”
 
   “Please do. I’ll need to read it over before Junior gets here, so I don’t look like I’m unfamiliar with his mother’s case.”
 
   She looked sad and I patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, Rosie. Case crossover is going to happen with Kadlec retiring.”
 
   “I’m just worried about what’s going to happen to the pharmacy now that Mrs. Armstrong is dead. I hope they don’t close it. I mean Hank’s been running it since her husband died, but he might not want to buy it. If he doesn’t, how will we get our medications? We’ll have to go to Rochester, which is just too far to drive to for most of the older people in town.”
 
   I kept my hand on her shoulder. “Rosie, relax. Get me the file and I’ll do my best to make sure the pharmacy stays open.”
 
   She pushed herself out of the chair, nodding as though she was still trying to find a solution to the pharmacy closing. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to go on about it.”
 
   I patted her back before she went to the door. “You love this town. I get it.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll find that file and be right back,” she said, but I called her name from my desk.
 
   “Before you go, tell me about Junior.”
 
   She grimaced a little. “He’s high society, very well known as a corporate shark, and very unhappy to be coming today.”
 
   “Fabulous,” I muttered, my lips in a frown. 
 
   “He’s knows he has to get this taken care of and wants to do it as fast as possible, so I don’t think he will give you much trouble.”
 
   Something was niggling at the edge of my brain until I finally latched onto it. “Wait a minute, Rosie. Gideon and Karen Armstrong were Mormon.”
 
   She didn’t even make a sound or a motion, but her facial expression said it all. I moaned, laying my head down on my arms. “Please tell me Junior isn’t devout Mormon.” 
 
   “That’s where you two will have plenty in common. He’s about as devout a Mormon as you are.”
 
   “That’s something,” I muttered. “Thanks for the info. Now, let’s find that file.”
 
   She saluted, turning sharply to scurry away to Kadlec’s office. I glanced at the clock. I had less than thirty minutes until he would be standing in my office. Not only did I have to read the changes to his mother’s will, but I had to find out as much as I could about him. I opened my laptop and typed in the name, ‘Gideon Armstrong, Junior.’
 
   I tapped my fingers on the desk while Google did its job. Article after article about his business came up on the screen. I hit the toggle for images and leaned in towards the screen a little closer.  A man stared back at me with a pair of smoky green eyes covered in tortoiseshell glasses. 
 
   “Oh, hells to the bells, no!” I yelled, slamming the laptop closed. “Google has got to be wrong.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I said,” came a familiar voice from the door. 
 
   I looked up to see ‘Google man’ standing comfortably in my office. He was dressed in an expensive Italian suit with even more expensive Italian loafers adorning his feet. He hadn’t changed a bit in the last eleven months other than, if possible, becoming oodles more handsome. He was majorly swoon worthy, but I was majorly angry like a ticked off hornet. Rosie stood behind him, smiling sweetly. 
 
   “Did you find the file, Rosie?” I asked, gritting my teeth. She shook her head no, so I shooed her away with my hand. 
 
   “I’ll find it, be right back,” she fretted. “He came early.” She disappeared down the hall and I took a deep breath. I pointed at the door with my finger, wagging it. “Out! Out of my office!”
 
   He reached out to lower my hand, “No can do. I have an appointment.”
 
   He stuck his hand out. “Gideon Armstrong, Junior.”
 
   “Known as Strong to your employees and friends,” I seethed, slapping his hand away.
 
   “You’ve got nothing to say to me about not using my real name. What kind of name is Penny, anyway? I can’t believe I fell for that.”
 
   I sanely, and calmly, closed the door then leaned my forehead against it for three breaths that were supposed to calm me. When I turned, I stuck my finger in his chest. “It’s a nickname for Penelope, which happens to be my middle name. Katie Penelope Kupid is my name and dealing with showboating, overblown, ostentatious, la-di-das in fancy suits, is not my game.”
 
   He grabbed my finger and clucked his tongue at me, “Such a temper, Penny.”
 
   I sucked in a breath trying to regain control of my breathing, “Don’t ever call me that again.”
 
   “Because?”
 
   “My brother was the only one who called me that.”
 
   “Yet, you introduced yourself as Penny to me months ago. I say that’s fair game.”
 
   I wrenched my finger from his grasp. “Fine, Gideon.”
 
   I said his name in a sarcastic tone I had hoped would make him angry, but instead he just grinned wider. There was a knock on the door and I wrenched it open. Rosie was standing there with the file. “Is everything okay?”
 
   “Yes, of course, you can go back to work.” I smiled reassuringly, but she wasn’t looking at me, she was eyeing my showboating la-di-da. My? No, he was only my la-di-da until he got my clothes off and didn’t like what he saw.
 
   “I can’t work because of all the yelling going on in here,” she whispered.
 
   I leaned in close to her. “Then I’ll make sure to yell softer!”
 
   She practically ran back to the front desk to get away from the spectacle in my office. I closed the door very precisely, straightened my blouse, and went around behind my desk. He straightened his suit, unbuttoned the middle button, and sat in the most uncomfortable chair in my office. 
 
   Don’t get comfortable, buddy; you aren’t staying.
 
   I picked up my phone receiver. “Now then, let me get Attorney Kadlec in to help you with your needs.”
 
   He leaned over my desk and pushed the receiver back down. “Kadlec has retired.”
 
   “Be that as it may, considering our past, he should be dealing with your case.”
 
   “Listen, Katie. We’re both professionals here. We don’t have to be middle-schoolers about this. So we had a Netflix and chill thing months ago. We can put that behind us in order to get this taken care of.”
 
   I groaned inwardly at the use of Katie, and tried not to let my blood pressure go up any further. 
 
   “Netflix and chill? What are you, a college frat boy?” 
 
   He lifted one side of his lip in response and shook his head. “No, I’m a thirty-six-year-old corporate lawyer, but I still enjoy an occasional Netflix and chill kind of night.”
 
   I waved my hand. “You’re thirty-six and a lawyer? You told me you owned that resort.”
 
   “I do own that resort, and several others, but I’m also a corporate lawyer. I have a firm that runs itself, so I can run around and showboat as a ‘la-di-da’ the rest of the time.”
 
   I laughed sarcastically and pushed the paperwork towards him. “Well, if you’re a lawyer then you should be able to handle this all yourself. You don’t need my services. Have a nice life.”
 
   He pushed it back at me. “That’s where you’re wrong, Katie. I’m a corporate lawyer, not a family lawyer. Since this falls in both categories, I need it handled by someone who can keep it all on the up-and-up. I’ll be selling the pharmacy and need someone to make sure my parents’ interests are protected.”
 
   “You mean your interests, because they’re dead.”
 
   He did the weighing motion with his hands, “Potato-potatoe. Believe me when I say Snowberry Pharmacy is small potatoes to me.”
 
   I pulled the folder back to me, scanning the info inside. “It says here you aren’t allowed to sell it for at least six months. That you are to manage it for that period of time before you consider putting it up for sale.”
 
   He rolled his eyes a little, fixed his tie, and cleared his throat. “My mother, God rest her soul, was trying to be a matchmaker. She had her heart set on grandkids when she made that will. Seeing as how she’s dead now, I’m sure that part of the will can be overlooked.”
 
   I read it again and shook my head. “No, no, I’m not seeing how it can be overlooked. She makes it pretty clear that she wants you running the pharmacy for the next six months.”
 
   He threw his Hugo Bossed arms up in the air. “I don’t know anything about running a pharmacy!”
 
   I stared at him waiting for him to tell me something that I didn’t know.
 
   He motioned at the paperwork again. “Does it say in there that I have to live in Snowberry in order to manage it?”
 
   I looked through the paperwork again, finally shaking my head. “Not that I can see, but how are you going to manage a business like a pharmacy if you aren’t here?”
 
   “I’m going to manage the manager managing the pharmacy for the next six months from my home office in Chicago. I can always come to town if necessary, but Hank has been doing this for the last five years. He can handle another six months until he can buy the place himself.”
 
   “So Hank is your buyer?” I asked, making notes.
 
   “As of this moment in time, yes.”
 
   “Is he purchasing the business or just the building?”
 
   He cocked his head. “Well all of it, of course. We own the building as well as the name. He can change the name if he wants, once he owns it, but that’s none of my concern.”
 
   “Of course it’s not,” I mumbled.
 
   “What?” he asked, leaning towards me and resting his sexy arms on his muscled legs. His tanned hands were perfectly manicured, which made me wonder if he had regular spa days scheduled. 
 
   I refused to look at him from under my bangs. I was still trying to process the fact that I had to deal with him for six more months. 
 
   “You know, Katie. What happened in Hawaii isn’t what you think happened.”
 
   I slammed my pen down on the folder, my angry glare meeting his beautiful green eyes. “You called me thick-waisted and deceptive, after you got my clothes off. But please, tell me what you think happened.”
 
   He grimaced when I threw the words back at him. Maybe he was finally seeing it from my eyes. “Okay, I’ll admit that wasn’t the best choice of words, but when I realized just how drunk you were I couldn’t take advantage of you. I tried saying no, but you kept saying yes.”
 
   “So you insulted me? You were the one to invite me up to your room!”
 
   He held up his hands to calm me. “I know I did, but you couldn’t tell me if you were on birth control. I didn’t have anything in my room, so I couldn’t let it go too far.”
 
   “So you insulted me to get my big heifer body off you.”
 
   He jumped up and leaned on my desk. “For the record, I never called you a heifer. I never said being thick-waisted was bad, either. I happen to like a woman who isn’t all bones. You just took it as an insult.”
 
   I threw my head back and laughed, “Gee, I wonder why. Maybe because immediately after you said it, you put all my clothes back on and nearly pushed me down the stairs to get me away from you.”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah. I did. I had to get you out of my room quickly if I stood any chance of letting you leave without ravishing your body first. There I said it!” He threw his hands out to his sides before letting them fall again. “I wanted you like I’ve never wanted another woman in my life, but I wasn’t about to take advantage of someone who didn’t have the wherewithal to make that decision for herself.” He lowered his voice and looked at me under the rim of his glasses. “Add to it you were a virgin, or at least you told me you were a virgin, and I came to my senses. I couldn’t let you give yourself to someone on a whim when you were that drunk.”
 
   “I wasn’t that drunk,” I huffed, crossing my arms across my chest. 
 
   “Yes, you were. You were six sheets to the wind.”
 
   “The saying is three sheets to the wind.”
 
   “Exactly. You were that drunk. I don’t have sex with drunken women who can’t remember important details about their health.”
 
   I scratched my temple. “I couldn’t?”
 
   He shook his head, “You couldn’t tell me how old you were, much less anything else.”
 
   “I’m twenty-seven and yes, I have taken care of birth control.”
 
   He motioned around the room and then slipped his hand back in his pocket. “Well, thanks. That’s good to know, now.”
 
   I leaned back in my chair and looked anywhere but at him. “I’ve believed for the past eleven months that my body disgusted you.”
 
   He shook his head and looked to the ceiling, bouncing on his toes. “Oh, so not the case. Your body has haunted my dreams for the last eleven months. I was beginning to think I would never see you again, but here we are.”
 
   I felt liquid warmth run through me when I heard his words. I’ve haunted his dreams the last few months? While I was angry with him, he was imagining me naked under him. I scoffed. Okay, that might be taking it a little too far. 
 
   “For the record, I didn’t just tell you I was a virgin, I was a virgin.”
 
   “Are you still a virgin?” he asked, his voice going down another octave. 
 
   “Maybe we should just move on?” 
 
   He nodded, giving me that half smile that made me fall into lust with him all those months ago. “You don’t want to answer my question?”
 
   I stared at him in stony silence until he grinned even wider. “You can run, but you can’t hide, Katie. For now, we’ll move on, but you will answer my question before I leave Snowberry.” He settled back in the chair and motioned to the file. “Since you’re the lead attorney on this one, tell me what we need to do next.”
 
   I stared at the paperwork while he rested on the edge of the seat. I needed time to collect myself because his presence here was messing with my perfectly ordered life. Work, dinner, bed, repeat. Something told me that he was taking my perfect order with him when he left my office.
 
   He was waiting patiently with a satisfied smirk on his face when I looked up. He knew he had me. 
 
   I sighed because I didn’t have a good answer to his question or to the situation in general. 
 
   “Your mother was surprisingly light on the details about anything other than the six-month stipulation,” I said. It was frustrating that I didn’t have an easy solution to this problem.
 
   He laughed and his eyes crinkled at the corners. I wanted to take his glasses off to rub the lines away, but I folded my hands instead. 
 
   “That’s not surprising to me. She clearly had some greater plan which she failed to mention to anyone except Graham.”
 
   “Graham?” 
 
   “My assistant in Chicago. Apparently she told him things she didn’t tell me.”
 
   “I see. Do you think Graham would have more details about this?” I asked, motioning my hands over the folder. 
 
   “Nope.” He looked at his watch then back to me. “How about I take you to lunch? We can decide over a nice glass of wine what our next move is.”
 
   I closed the folder, leaning on the desk. “You’re assuming I don’t have another client after you.”
 
   He stood and straightened his lapels, then snapped each sleeve, adjusting them to the exact inch, before twisting his very large, very gold, very expensive watch on his arm. When he was finished with his show of dominance, he addressed me. “Darling, I never assume.”
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   I moved the straw around in my Diet Coke contemplating my next move. I looked up from my drink to lock my eyes with his as he walked towards me from the restroom. I fought against the full body shiver that threatened as he came at me like an ocean wave. I had to get out of here as soon as possible. Spending time with him was not on my current agenda. Unfortunately, he’s a very good lawyer so before I knew what was happening, I was at Wes’s ordering lunch. He seemed more than a little surprised that it was the only place in Snowberry that you could buy a drink at this time of the day.
 
   “So much for that glass of wine,” he said, slipping into the booth.
 
   I smiled somewhat self depreciatively. “I don’t normally drink. That’s probably why I was so out of it that night. I’m pretty sure that was only the second time in my life I’ve ever had more than two glasses of wine.”
 
   “Is that because you’re Mormon?”
 
   I wasn’t able to stop the snort that escaped. “I’m about as Mormon as Wes over there,” I said, hooking my thumb in the direction of the bartender. 
 
   “Then why don’t you drink more than two glasses of wine at a time?”
 
   I squirmed uncomfortably in my chair and twirled the napkin around on the table. 
 
   He finally reached over to still my hand. “Are you a recovering alcoholic?” 
 
   I started to giggle. I put my hand over my mouth and shook my head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh. That’s just funny, because to be a recovering alcoholic I would have had to be drunk more than twice in my life.”
 
   He leaned his elbow on the small, round table resting his chin in his hand. He looked so out of place in the saloon wearing his expensive suit and Rolex watch, but his masculinity made up for it. 
 
   “Good point. You just looked so nervous I wondered what the heck you were thinking.”
 
   “I was thinking that I don’t need to tell you why I don’t drink, considering we only almost had sex once.”
 
   “Touché, but you are my lawyer. I like to know everything I can about the people who work for me.”
 
   I set my glass down very slowly onto the table. My blood pressure went up measurably, which wasn’t smart in my condition. I leaned in close to him, sucking in a breath. “Let me make something terrifically clear here, Gideon. I do not work for you. I do not work for anyone. I represent your deceased mother. Do you understand me?”
 
   He lifted one brow and sipped his beer before replying, “Perfectly.”
 
   “Most excellent. To address that matter, I need to talk to Hank. If he is agreeable to continue running the pharmacy for another six months, before buying it, then I will get the paperwork in order. Once it’s ready, we will sit down for a meeting together. I’ll head over to the pharmacy after lunch. Are you onboard with that?”
 
   He set his beer down, leaning in to meet my face, nose-to-nose. “Like the president on Air Force One, baby.”
 
   “Don’t call me baby.”
 
   “You’re fun, Katie. It’s been a long time since I’ve met a woman who can, and will, hold her own with me.”
 
   “Why? Because you’re God’s gift to the women of the world or because you have enough money to buy the women who won’t talk back?”
 
   His smile widened. “Oh, I really like you. For the record, I don’t have to pay for it. Usually I have more socialites at my door than I know what to do with, but it’s so not my thing.”
 
   “Socialites or women?”
 
   “Socialite women, and the idea that I want a new one every night. I’m thirty-seven and it’s time to stop the playboy lifestyle. Regardless of what my mother believed in her heart before her death, I wasn’t avoiding a committed relationship. I simply didn’t have the time to devote to it.”
 
   “And now you do?” I asked, sipping my Diet Coke while praying the food would come soon. 
 
   “I’ve made my fortune. All I have to do now is continue to manage it, so yes, I have more time to devote to my personal life. In fact, it appears I have six months to spend in Snowberry.”
 
   I waved my hands so hard I almost knocked my glass off the table. He caught it right before it tipped. He moved it aside then lowered my hands, holding them in his own. They were warm and soft, something I knew was the result of his spa days. “You’re so jumpy, Katie. Relax.”
 
   “I can’t relax around you. You’re like a wolf in fancy, expensive sheep’s clothing. That said, there is nothing in the will that requires you to stay in Snowberry. As long as Hank is willing to manage the business for the next six months, you can go back home. You may even want to sweeten the pot by giving him a percentage off the asking price for those six months.”
 
   He raised one brow. “Expensive sheep’s clothing, huh?” He shrugged out of his suit coat, unbuttoned his sleeves then rolled them to mid-forearm. “Better?”
 
   I groaned and he laughed easily. “I’ll take that as a yes. Anyway, Hank’s buying the place for a buck.”
 
   “Excuse me?” I asked, surprised by the turn of events. “You, the mad corporate shark of a lawyer, are selling it to him for a buck? I’m not sure that’s acceptable. I’ll have to reread the paperwork.”
 
   “Reread it all you would like. I told my mother I was selling the place to Hank for a dollar when she died. She didn’t have a problem with that. I think the six-month stipulation thing was her way of forcing me to stay in Snowberry, or at least take a break from my big city life to find someone to make a life with.” He raked my body with his eyes until they came back to my lips. “My mother was well aware that I’m a lawyer, not a pharmacist.”
 
   I tried to keep my wits about me while his eyes drilled holes in me. “I guess if you want to sell him the business for a dollar that’s your right. I really don’t care as long as the pharmacy stays open. Rochester is too far to drive for a lot of Snowberry residents, and the hospital pharmacy isn’t open to the public. We need to keep it in the family, so to speak.”
 
   He looked up at Wes as he brought our burgers to the table and gave him an appreciative nod. 
 
   “These look fantastic,” he said, picking up the burger snuggled in a pretzel bun. 
 
   “Be careful, they’re addictive.” I picked mine up, ready to take a bite. “But then you aren’t staying in Snowberry, so you’ll be okay.”
 
   His eyes never left mine as he chewed and swallowed. “I don’t know about that. Every minute I sit here with you makes me want to stay another minute. I’ve booked my room for a week. I have plenty of time to enjoy more burgers, and other Snowberry exclusives.”
 
   I took a bite of my burger to avoid responding and hoped that he didn’t consider me a Snowberry exclusive.
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   Gideon was wrong, I did have another appointment. I just couldn’t tell him what it was. Making the decision to have lunch with him was surprisingly easy. Whenever he’s in my space, I feel comfortable, as if we’ve known each other forever. I should be mad as hell at him, but I’m not. He may remember that night differently, but I can hardly remember it all. Who’s to say his version isn’t the correct one. 
 
   I watched him pull away in his rental car while I idled at the curb. Unfortunately, the decision to break bread with him left me with less than ten minutes to get to the hospital to see my doctor. I turned left at the end of the block, grateful that Snowberry was a small town. The hospital was only three minutes away by car, so I would still make it in time. I guess the rest of my day was going to involve seeing people in the medical field. When I finished at the doctor, I would go see Hank at the pharmacy. Something told me I would need to get another prescription filled anyway, so I could kill two birds with one stone. 
 
   Lunch with Gideon Armstrong was an adventure. He was bossy and pushy in the most ridiculously cute way. I hated the way he looked at me from behind those glasses I loved. I had him pegged as a businessman who would fight for every last penny, but I was wrong. What surprised me the most were the morals Gideon had, morals that I didn’t get to see while drunkenly sexing him up on the beach. His simple explanation about what really happened that night made sense. The whole night was foggy. It was getting harder to recall what actually happened with each passing week. All I remember clearly was how enamored I was with him. Maybe I wanted to believe his harmless flirting, and tender handholding, were genuine, but his history didn’t lend itself to that notion. Part of me wanted to grab onto his explanation, so I didn’t feel like I was losing so badly at the game of life. The other part of me still heard the words he said that night, and how deeply they cut me.
 
   When he wanted to come with me to see Hank I flat out told him no. Hank had to be open with me about whether he really wanted the business after another six-month waiting period. Hank has been the manager at the pharmacy for five years, but he hadn’t dealt with Gideon much, at least to my knowledge. 
 
   I found a parking place close to the door and hurried through the cold January wind to the front of Providence Hospital. It was small, but surprisingly modern. In fact, one floor of the hospital housed nothing but researchers for diseases of the neurological system like multiple sclerosis. It seemed odd to have such a talented group of doctors working in this tiny little town when Mayo was a short trip up the road. But, they were making great strides. The lead researcher, Dr. Snow Alexander, had invented and brought to the market a voice recognition wheelchair. It was cool Star Trek kind of stuff.  
 
   I was fortunate that my cardiologist visited Providence Hospital once every other week from Mayo in Rochester, which afforded me the opportunity to see her here without having to travel there and miss work. That was a bonus when you had to see her once a month. I stopped at the front desk and the receptionist looked up as I approached.
 
   I waved at her shyly. “Hi, Patti. I’m here to see Dr. Sawyer.”
 
   “Hi, Kate, how are you doing?” Patti asked, typing into the computer.
 
   I bounced on my toes and looked around the room before I answered. I was hoping no one I knew was here. “I’m doing okay. I guess I need a checkup on the old ticker.” I smiled easily, knowing that wasn’t the truth. It wasn’t even close to the truth. 
 
   “This cold air is surely keeping our tickers going today.” She laughed as she pointed down the hall. “You know the way. You’re all checked in.”
 
   “Thanks, Patti.” I waved again, heading for the main floor clinic waiting room. 
 
   I barely sat down to open my book when I heard my name. 
 
   “Katie,” the assistant read from the chart. I tried hard not to roll my eyes. No one called me Katie except my mother and well, now Gideon.
 
   I followed her through a door to a scale where we went through the routine of weight, height, and temperature. I was pleased to see I had lost more weight, but unfortunately, hadn’t grown any taller. 
 
   She settled me into a larger consult room and assured me Dr. Sawyer would be in soon, then pulled the door closed behind her. 
 
   I heard a beep on my phone, so pulled it from my pocket. There was a text message from a number I didn’t recognize. I swiped it open to read it. 
 
   I forgot to tell you where I’m staying. I’m at the new Lakeshore Inn. This is my cell number. Call me after you finish talking to Hank. P.S. Thanks for having lunch with me. I was getting kind of lonely. P.P.S. I think you’re beautiful, in case you noticed me staring at you and wondered why. G.
 
   I smiled against my will as I typed back. 
 
   I’ve made a note of both your address and phone number. It will be another hour or so before I can get to the pharmacy. I have an appointment I almost forgot about. P.S. You’re welcome. P.P.S. I just thought I had lettuce stuck between my teeth. K.
 
   I was more than surprised when a text came through in seconds. It felt like he was waiting for my response. It felt very personal. I laughed aloud when the next message came in. 
 
   I love your sense of humor and the fact that you can spar with me on my level. I need more of that in my life. Talk soon. G.
 
   I flipped the ringer off on the phone tucking it in my purse for safekeeping. I heard Dr. Sawyer pull my chart from the rack on the wall. I tried to breathe normally as the door cracked open and I caught sight of that long white coat.
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   I pulled my coat around me tighter. It was January in Snowberry, which meant it was bone chilling cold. The snow that fell a few days ago had left the sidewalk slick in patches. The brisk wind that had stayed when the snow left was cutting right through my coat, leaving me cold to my core. Honestly, I felt like crying after leaving Dr. Sawyer’s office. I wanted to go home, make a cup of tea, and pretend today didn’t happen. Unfortunately, I had to talk to Hank first. I walked to the city center for the exercise, rather than take my car. After all, I would hate to be called thick-waisted by anyone ever again.
 
   I snorted to myself and stuck my tongue out inside my head, like an immature eight-year-old. It made me giggle, which also wasn’t very mature, but I didn’t care. Sometimes a gal needs to be immature to get through life.
 
   I saw a familiar figure sitting on one of the benches that surrounded the now empty summer fountains as I approached the city center. Her head was bent low and she was clutching a bag from the pharmacy in her hands. I hurried over to sit down next to her, my arm going around her shoulders instinctively. 
 
   “Freddie, are you sick?” I asked my best friend. 
 
   She made eye contact with me in a daze. “Kate?” she asked. The look on her face told me she didn’t know where she was.
 
   “Freddie, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?” 
 
   She held up the bag, but instead of speaking, she started to cry. I helped her up, and put my arm around her waist as we started walking back towards my office. 
 
   “Whatever it is, Freddie, it’s going to be okay,” I promised, my voice quiet as she leaned on my shoulder. “Is Flynn okay?” 
 
   She nodded, but her soft crying changed to sobbing at his name. 
 
   “Did you have a fight?” I asked, wishing I could figure out why my usually calm, very cool, and far too collected friend was freaking out. 
 
   “No, we didn’t fi-fight,” she hiccupped. 
 
   Okay, new tactic, take her to my apartment and get her a cup of tea. She needed time to calm down then maybe, she would tell me what was going on. I pushed her through the door of the law firm, pushing the door closed against the cold wind. Rosie stood up immediately, coming around the front of her desk. 
 
   “What’s the matter, Freddie?” Rosie asked.
 
   Winifred just shrugged, not making eye contact. 
 
   “Rosie, would you help me get her upstairs to my apartment? I don’t have any clients the rest of the day, but you know where I am if you need me.”
 
   “Of course,” she agreed, taking Freddie’s other arm, which was still clutching the bag from the pharmacy. 
 
   We managed to get her up the narrow set of stairs and into my apartment where she collapsed onto the sofa. She hid her face in the couch cushion, which effectively killed any chance of conversation. 
 
   I walked Rosie back to the door. “She’ll be okay. If you need me just hit the intercom.”
 
   “Okay, let me know if I can help. How did your working lunch go?”
 
   “I feel like I went ten rounds with Mike Tyson. The guy is so suave I’m not sure if I’m coming or going with him.”
 
   “Is that why you were yelling so much?” 
 
   It hit me that she didn’t know the story, but I couldn’t tell her now. “That’s a long story. I promise to tell you, but I have to look after Freddie first. I was supposed to go to the pharmacy and talk to Hank, but that will have to wait. I think I’ve had all I can handle of Gideon Armstrong today anyway.”
 
   Rosie opened the door. “Okay, I’m cool with that. I’ll let you know if anything comes up. Keep me posted.”
 
   I gave her a salute as I closed the door. A deep breath in forced me to put Gideon out of my mind for now. I had to get to the bottom of my friend’s discord. 
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   I put a cup of water in the microwave, digging out a teabag from the box in the cupboard while I waited. I’m not usually a tea drinker. In fact, growing up Mormon, tea and coffee were a no-no. Hot chocolate, thankfully, was not a no-no. I never could figure that out since hot chocolate has caffeine in it, but I guess it wasn’t enough for the church to frown upon it. 
 
   As a Mormon it was a no-no to drink coffee, tea, alcohol, or soda. That was just the tip of the Mormon iceberg. I couldn’t smoke, not that I was interested in that, gamble, also not big on my favorite Saturday night activities, watch R rated movies or have premarital sex. I love R rated movies, but let’s face it, if you aren’t watching Disney nowadays you’re watching an R rated movie. The premarital sex part was still hanging on, so far. I wasn’t a virgin by virtue as much as I was a virgin by choice. I hadn’t found anyone who deserved to be my first. Gideon’s face came to my mind and I promptly pushed it away, refusing to think about him right now.
 
   I dunked the teabag in the mug, giving Freddie time to stop crying. She was still face down in the couch, but she was quiet. I decided tea sounded good, making a second cup for myself. I keep it on hand for when I’m feeling poorly. Today definitely wins as a tea day. I was certain I wasn’t going to go to hell for using tea in that manner. I might go to hell for thinking unclean thoughts about Gideon Armstrong, but that was a lost cause at this point. 
 
   I grabbed the two mugs as well as a box of tissues, carrying it to Freddie who was moaning into the pillow. I set it all down on the coffee table before laying my hand on her shoulder. 
 
   “Fred, you have to tell me what’s going on. Sit up and have some tea.”
 
   She followed my orders, accepting the mug from my hand. I noticed the bag she was carrying earlier smashed underneath her. I picked it up and pulled a box from inside the bag. I looked up at her in surprise. 
 
   “This is a pregnancy test.”
 
   She nodded, her chin trembling and her eyes starting to water again. 
 
   I laid my hand on her knee and squeezed it. “It’s nothing to cry about, Freddie. You and Flynn want kids, right?”
 
   It was too late to stop the tears, but she managed to nod. “We do, but we have a three-year plan.”
 
   It was taking all my restraint to keep from laughing at this poor, sad sack of a woman. I held it in because she was obviously in distress. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings by taking it lightly. 
 
   “It’s okay to have a plan, but sometimes those things change, babe. Why do you think you’re pregnant?”
 
   She sucked up a shaky breath and tried to talk without sobbing. “Remember when I cut my hand on the boat trying to put it away for the winter?”
 
   I turned her left hand over and ran my finger across the scar. “Do I ever. You nearly cut off two fingers. Flynn was hysterical when he called me.”
 
   She smiled a little at the mention of her husband’s name, which was better than her earlier sobbing. 
 
   “What does that have to do with you possibly being pregnant?” 
 
   “I had to take antibiotics after the surgery. I didn’t know that they made my birth control less effective, so we didn’t use any other protection. Why didn’t they tell me that?” she asked, pounding her fist on her knee. “Now I’m late.”
 
   “How late?”
 
   “Almost two months.” 
 
   “Why did you wait so long to take a test?”
 
   “I kept saying to myself, ‘Tomorrow I’ll get my period’. But it’s been a month of tomorrows and still nothing. I know I am. I feel weird and I’m sick a lot.”
 
   I rubbed her leg trying to keep her calm. “I have to ask why you’re so upset about this, honey. I know that you didn’t plan it, but you’ve have been married almost a year. You know Flynn loves you enough to lay down his life for you. Remember what he said when he was the one to donate the blood you needed for surgery after your accident?”
 
   She half smiled as I took the hand that was injured, running my finger across the love line that now had multiple stitch scars across it. 
 
   “He said I’m his forever now because his blood runs through my veins the way my love runs through his heart, pure and clean.” She bit her lip and nodded silently as she remembered his words during that time.
 
   “He loves you, Freddie; that’s why I can’t figure out why you’re so upset about this.”
 
   “I’m scared!” she cried, dropping the mug of tea in her hand. 
 
   I ignored it and grabbed her shoulders. “It’s okay to be scared. It’s okay to need some reassurance. The way you’re feeling is okay, so stop fighting it. Let yourself be scared. If you are pregnant, you’ll be scared many, many times in the next eighteen years. The word here is ‘if’; so let’s do the test so we know for sure.”
 
   She leaned back against the couch exhausted. “How do you know all this?” she asked suspiciously. “You don’t have any kids.”
 
   I held out my hand and she took it, so I could pull her up. “I’m a woman. I can put myself in your shoes.”
 
   I pulled her along behind me, something I’ve done many times since we first met in middle school. I was half her size, but I was always the one tugging her along to our next adventure. Freddie lost her parents when she was barely sixteen. She was nothing but a shell of the person I used to know for a decade after that tragedy. She is the reason I came back to Snowberry and took the job at the law firm after graduation. She needed someone to look after her. That was my job for almost a dozen years, but then Flynn came along. He showed her how to trust, live, and love again. He needed to be the one to comfort her now. Hopefully, I could text him when she wasn’t looking.  
 
   I flipped the light on in my bathroom and set her down on the edge of the tub. “Okay, let’s see what this says to do. It shouldn’t be too hard.” 
 
   “Hank said it’s the best one. It will tell you really early if you’re pregnant.”
 
   I lifted a brow at her. “You told Hank?” 
 
   She shrugged. “I had to. I didn’t know what to buy, but I was so embarrassed.”
 
   I knelt in front of her and kept my hands on her knees. “There is nothing to be embarrassed about. You’re a grown, married woman. I’m sure Hank was delighted to be the one to help you with this kind of milestone. The directions are easy. Pee on the stick and it will tell you ‘pregnant’ or ‘not pregnant’ on the little LCD screen. No room for error.”
 
   “Okay. You aren’t leaving, are you?” she asked, standing up. 
 
   “Well, I’m going out of the bathroom, yes,” I laughed, hugging her for a second. “But I’ll be right outside. When you’re done bring the test out and we will look at it together.”
 
   She took a deep breath. “Okay. I can do this.”
 
   “Yes, you can. I know you’re scared, but no matter what that test says, Flynn will still love you, maybe even more than he does now, if that’s possible.” 
 
   I let her hand drop as I left the room, latching the door behind me. I leaned on the wall and closed my eyes, excitement in the pit of my stomach. I could hear her rustling the foil wrapper and smiled. She was going to be a great mom; she just had to get past her ‘plan’ and the order in which she thinks life needs to happen. This just might be a true case of God being the one to make the plan. Occasionally He likes to shake Freddie’s otherwise orderly world up. 
 
   I pulled my phone from my pocket. Time to text Daddy and get him over here. It rang in my hand and I jumped, answering it before checking the caller ID.  
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, Kate, it’s Flynn. Have you heard from Winnie? She hasn’t been answering her cell phone for hours. I drove home because I was worried, but she’s not here either.”
 
   “Yeah, I have actually.”
 
   “Oh, good. Do you know where I can find her?”
 
   “Here.”
 
   “She’s at your apartment?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Who are you talking to?” Freddie called from behind the closed door and I grimaced.
 
   “Is that her?” 
 
   “Yes, but I can’t really talk.”
 
   “Is something wrong, Kate?” I heard the worry seeping into his voice. “Do I need to come over there?”
 
   “Sorta and yes, I would do that.”
 
   “You can’t talk because she’s there?”
 
   “That’s correct,” I answered. 
 
   “I’ll be there in ten minutes. Don’t let her leave.”
 
   “You can count on it.” 
 
   I hung up the phone just as the door opened. She stuck her head out. “Who was that?”
 
   “Just a client,” I promised, smiling nonchalantly. “Are you done?”
 
   She showed me the test. There was an hourglass flashing in the corner. I knew she was going to hold her breath for the next three minutes. I led her back to the couch, but halfway there she stopped and covered her mouth with a shaky hand. I held her by the waist as we looked at the stick. It read, Pregnant.
 
   “Oh God, oh God, oh God, oh God,” she moaned. 
 
   “I think God had something to do with this, but mostly it was you and Flynn,” I teased, convincing her to walk the rest of the way to the sofa. 
 
   She sat heavily holding the stick in her hand. “Why is that hourglass still flashing? Maybe it’s wrong. Maybe ‘Not’ is going to appear?”
 
   I had to bite my cheek to keep from chuckling. “No, honey, you’re pregnant. That hourglass is going to tell you how many weeks in just a few…” The symbol disappeared and 3+ appeared below the positive result.
 
   “What does that mean, Kate?” she asked, her voice shrill.
 
   This time I laughed happily and hugged her tightly. “It means you’re more than three weeks pregnant! You’re going to be a mommy!” 
 
   She was stiff in my arms, so I sat next to her, my hand on her arm as she cried silent tears. “Are those happy tears or sad tears?” I asked. 
 
   “I don’t know,” she cried. “I’m going to be a mommy and I want to be happy, but I’m scared of what Flynn is going to say. He’s not where he wants to be with the business and he has to work a lot. He wanted to wait for a few more years until he didn’t have to be on call. Now I’ve ruined that.”
 
   The last few words came out in a shaky voice. I rubbed her shoulder while I checked the clock. He should be here any minute. 
 
   “You haven’t ruined anything. There are plenty of couples who have kids at a less than opportune time and it works out just fine.”
 
   I heard a knock and let out a sigh of relief. 
 
   “Who’s that?” she asked, frozen at the sound. 
 
   “It’s probably Rosie. I’ll be right back.”
 
   I hurried to the door and threw it open to an anxious Flynn. 
 
   “She’s on the couch. She’s scared, so be gentle.”
 
   He didn’t even respond, just flew past me into the living room where he stopped short when he saw his wife. 
 
   “Winnie? Why are you crying?” he asked, crawling over to her. “Did someone hurt you?”
 
   She shook her head, but her eyes were huge. She was holding her breath at the sight of him. He wrapped her into his arms and rubbed her back roughly. 
 
   “You have to breathe, Winnie,” he ordered. 
 
   She did, when she cried in his arms. “I’m sorry, Flynn. I’ve ruined our three-year plan.”
 
   “I’m a little confused, Winnie, but I don’t think you’ve ruined anything. Tell me what’s going on.”
 
   Freddie leaned over and picked up the test, handing it to Flynn. “I’m pregnant,” she whispered. “Kate helped me take the test because I was upset.”
 
   He leaned in and kissed her lips in a way I’ve never experienced love in my life. He didn’t speak, just stared into her eyes because he could see everything she was feeling in them. 
 
   “I’m so happy right now I’m having a hard time putting my thoughts into words. We made a baby together,” he whispered, his hand going to her belly. 
 
   “You’re not mad? We said we were going to wait, but then the accident happened…”
 
   He shook his head. “I’m not mad. I’m scared to death about being a good father, but I’m over the moon excited that I’m going to get the chance!”
 
   I squeezed Freddie’s shoulder and she looked up at me, a smile finally taking shape on her face. 
 
   “What did the accident have to do with it?” he asked. He seemed to be processing everything in a delayed fashion, which made me chuckle aloud. 
 
   “They didn’t tell me the antibiotics would make my pills ineffective, so we didn’t use any other protection. I didn’t think it was a big deal when I found out about it a few weeks later, because I had been on the pill for so many years, but I guess not.”
 
   He rubbed her cheek while he stared at the test. He looked up at me. “What does the 3+ mean on here?”
 
   “Apparently the test will also tell you how many weeks pregnant you are. The 3+ means she’s more than three weeks pregnant.”
 
   “I’m almost two months late,” she whispered, looking down at her hand covering his, still over her belly. “I couldn’t tell you. I kept thinking I would get my period, but I never did.”
 
   He pulled her back into a hug. “I wish you had. You wouldn’t have had to worry for so long. That’s not good for you, or our baby.” He whispered the last two words. You could see on his face that it was beginning to sink in that Freddie was carrying his child. 
 
   “I felt like, after the accident, you were worried about me all the time. I didn’t want to make that worse when we were just getting back to normal.”
 
   He belly laughed, as if what she said was funnier than anything he’d ever heard. He held her by her shoulders and kissed her long, hard, and to the point I felt uncomfortable being in the room. When he finally ended the kiss, he held her hands to his lips. 
 
   “Nothing is ever going to be normal again, Winnie. From this moment forward, our lives change for the better. He has blessed us in a multitude of ways. We can never deny His timing.”
 
   “But your business,” she started and he kissed her silent. 
 
   “My business isn’t one percent important right now. We have money, as you know. I work because I want to keep using my skills to help people. So maybe the business isn’t where I want it to be, but that’s okay. I’ll hire someone to work on-call shifts, so I can be home more with you and our baby.”
 
   Freddie nodded and he looked at her under his brow. “Trust me?”
 
   “I do, you know that. I’m just trying to wrap my mind around this. I have been since Kate found me on the bench by the pharmacy.”
 
   He looked up at me and winked. “Thanks for taking care of her. You’ve always been the one to do that.”
 
   “After all these years she’s like a sister to me. I would do anything for her. I wanted to call you, but she kept crying every time I said your name. I’m happy for you two. You’re going to make wonderful parents. I’m excited because I can’t wait to be an aunt!”
 
    Flynn helped Freddie stand, steadying her by holding her elbow as she came around the couch. She hugged me, relief evident in her body language now that Flynn was here. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I forgot earlier or I wouldn’t have dragged you into this. I mean, you were going to find out eventually, but I wouldn’t have done the test here and been such a wreck. I should have been stronger for you. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”
 
   “Don’t apologize, honey. I’m glad I got to experience this with you. It makes me feel that much closer to my niece or nephew. I’m happy for you, really. I don’t ever want you to apologize again, feel like you have to be strong for me, or any such nonsense as that.”
 
   Freddie leaned back and Flynn was there to capture her in his arms. “I’m missing something,” he said, frowning.
 
   “You are, but it’s not a big deal. Freddie can tell you later. For now, I think you should take her home and have some quiet time, just the two of you, or rather, the three of you.”
 
   Flynn kissed her cheek. “The first place I’m taking her is to see Dr. Alexander. I want to make sure everything is okay. She’s still taking the pill and I don’t know what that will do.”
 
   “It won’t hurt the baby,” Freddie whispered. “I already checked.”
 
   Flynn squeezed her then picked up the test, dropping it into his shirt pocket. “We’re gonna take a picture of that for prosperity. The day our lives changed forever.”
 
   “I was thinking we should Facetime with your parents tonight and just hold up the stick.”
 
   Flynn froze mid-step and turned back, excitement filling his face. “Oh my gosh, my parents! You know they are going to fly back here the second we tell them.”
 
   Freddie laughed with pure glee, finally, and took his face in her hands. “I think it’s safe for them to stay in Florida for a few more months, but they’re going to be so excited to be grandparents. Did you notice all the hints your mom was dropping at Christmas?”
 
   He tucked her under his arm. “How could I not? She even bought you yarn to make baby blankets, pink and blue. Not very subtle.”
 
   “Maybe she knew something we didn’t,” Freddie said, leaning her head on his shoulder. 
 
   I leaned against the counter with a smile on my face as they left my apartment, completely oblivious to the fact that I was even in the room. I was totally okay with that.
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   “She’s pregnant!” Rosie exclaimed, her eyes wide. 
 
   “That’s what the test said.” 
 
   I was sitting on the couch in the reception area of the law firm and she was behind her desk finishing the day’s work. It was Thursday, which meant she was ready to start her weekend. We are only open by appointment on Friday.
 
   “Good for them! That’s so exciting! Think of the fun we can have shopping.”
 
   I laughed tucking my leg up under me. “She was much happier when she left my apartment than when she got there.”
 
   “I was really worried. Flynn came racing through here like your apartment was on fire, and then the two of them just waltzed back out without saying a word to me. I didn’t know what to think.”
 
   “Sorry to keep you in the dark for so long. Freddie was scared because apparently they had a plan. They actually planned how many years until they were going to have kids. According to her, now wasn’t the time.”
 
   Rosie giggled and shook her head. “As if life works on a plan.”
 
   “Ain’t that the truth?” 
 
   She paused in her filing. “What does that mean?”
 
   “Remember when you asked about the yelling today?” 
 
   “Geez, how could I forget? If you had been much louder, you would have brought down the house.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “We weren’t that loud.”
 
   Rosie slammed the filing cabinet and came over to the couch. “You’re kidding, right? Even Cagle wanted to know why you were yelling at clients. I told him you weren’t yelling; you were talking loudly.”
 
   I lay over on the couch giggling. “Thanks for taking one for the team.”
 
   “I am curious as to why the meeting started out in a knock down drag out fight, but ended in you going to lunch together.”
 
   I sat up and clapped my hands together lightly. “How much time do you have? It’s a long story.”
 
   “For this, all the time in the world.”
 
   I gave her the abbreviated version of what went down in Hawaii, but stopped when her hand started waving. 
 
   “You were so drunk you couldn’t answer questions? You don’t drink.”
 
   “Exactly, so I guess it didn’t take much to get me drunk.”
 
   “But you knew him as Strong, not Gideon Armstrong.”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   “Don’t tell me you didn’t try to look him up on the internet. He told you he owned the place.”
 
   I frowned. “I didn’t actually believe that line. I mean, come on. How many guys don’t have a running plan with a bartender, where when they say an afore planned line, the bartender jumps in on the story? I didn’t actually believe he owned that resort. He took me to a little hut on the beach. I figured the owner would have a suite in the posh hotel.”
 
   “Guess he fooled you.”
 
   “Tell me about it. When he showed up today I was horrified, embarrassed, and angry.”
 
   “I can’t say I blame ya there.”
 
   “He swears now, of course, that he insulted me to get me out of his room because he was being chivalrous.”
 
   “Chivalrous?”
 
   “That’s what I said. He said I was too drunk to know what I was doing or what I was agreeing to.”
 
   She went back to her desk, tidying it up and turning on the answering service. “Maybe you were too drunk. Maybe the only thing left for him to do was insult you.”
 
   I brushed my hand at the door. “Doesn’t matter now. That was months ago and lasted for about one hour of my life. I can manage to have a working relationship with him until we get the pharmacy taken care of. We went to lunch today and once I made sure he understood where I stood with everything, it was kind of fun to talk with him. He’s a corporate lawyer; did you know that?”
 
   Rosie sat in her chair and rested her head in her hand. “Kate, you’d have to be you not to know who Gideon Armstrong is.”
 
   “What does that even mean?” I asked offended. 
 
   “It means that you never socialize with anyone or stay up-to-date on the social aspects of Snowberry.”
 
   “I’m an outsider here, Rosie. You know that. It’s been years since I’ve been able to ‘socialize’ with anyone or stay up-to-date with Snowberry.’”
 
   “You grew up here and your past is just that, the past. You’re the only one who still thinks you’re an outsider.”
 
   I shook my head sadly. “No, I’m not, but I wouldn’t expect you to understand. Everyone likes you, Rosie, and you don’t have more skeletons in your closet than clothes.”
 
   “Kate, it’s not like that,” she tried to say, but I stood to make my way back to my apartment. 
 
   “It’s okay, Rosie. I’m going to go home and make some dinner. See you Monday.”
 
   I noticed her eyes trained over my shoulder. I turned toward the door, my shoulders slumping when you know who was waving wildly behind the glass door.
 
   “I wonder what he wants,” I mumbled, going to the door to unlock it. I pushed it open and he grabbed the handle, coming inside.
 
   He rubbed his hands together before sticking them under his armpits. “Hey, glad I caught you. You promised to let me know what happened at the pharmacy, but you never called.”
 
   Rosie turned off all the lights except the security ones before grabbing her coat and purse. “You two can lock up when you’re done. I’m out.”
 
   And like that, she was gone, which left me alone with, him. He was waiting for an answer and I turned away, rather than look into those crazy sexy eyes covered in his nerdalicious lenses.
 
   “I didn’t make it over to see Hank today. It’s first on my list for the morning. I got, um, caught up in some other business.”
 
   “Oh, okay, well that’s no problem. I’m here for a week. I know when you talk to him tomorrow, he will assure you he wants to keep running the place.”
 
   I clasped my hands in front of me, bouncing up on my toes as I turned to him. “Right, well then, good night.”
 
   I held the door for him as he looked at me closely then swirled his finger around my body. 
 
   “I like this look, it’s very relaxed and chic, but don’t you need a coat, and shoes?”
 
   I was going to have to tell him. “Actually, you’re the only one leaving. I live here.”
 
   “Here?”
 
   “Well, not exactly in the office. I live in the upstairs apartment.”
 
   “That’s handy.”
 
   “I think so. Good night, then.”
 
   He pushed the door closed and leaned against it. “So I know it’s only four thirty, but I don’t know anyone in town. I was wondering if you would like to go get some dinner with me?”
 
   “Lunch and dinner? I don’t know, Gideon. People might start to talk.”
 
   “We could order in, if that would be better.”
 
   “Lord, no. Tongues would start wagging even faster if I called any of Snowberry’s establishments ordering dinner for two. We’ll go out. I’ll just introduce you as the guy who didn’t want to have sex with me.”
 
   The words weren’t even out of my mouth before he had me in his arms, his lips on mine. He curled his fingers into my hair and I curled his coat into my fists. I whimpered under his cold lips, but instead of pulling away, he pulled me down onto the couch. He trailed his tongue across my lips, convincing them to open, without me making the decision, then he traced the ridges of my tongue with his. I wound my hands up into the hair at the base of his neck and felt him slow the kiss until our lips fell apart. He stared into my eyes and caressed my face in a manner that told me it wouldn’t be the last time he kissed me. 
 
   “Let that be the definitive answer on whether or not I wanted to have sex with you, Katie. I’ve been sitting in that hotel room for the last three hours trying to work, but instead all I’ve been able to do is think about you. I don’t expect that this is a second chance at a missed opportunity. You have every right to be angry about what happened that night. I just hope you realize that I really did have your best interests at heart, because if I hadn’t I would have had incredibly sweet sex with you without caring about the consequences.”
 
   I nodded quickly. “I know. I’m sorry for being flippant. Your arrival today has taken me by surprise. I wasn’t expecting to see you again, ever, but here you are.”
 
   “I’ve been around the world enough times to believe in the theory of six degrees of separation.”
 
   “You mean the theory that we’re all only six people away from meeting anyone in the world?”
 
   “That’s the one. I believe in it. I mean you only needed two the first time you met me. This time I only needed two to find you again. I say that proves the theory right there.”
 
   I started to chuckle and pressed my hand against his chest. “Okay, Kevin Bacon. If you’ll let me get up, I’ll get ready to go.”
 
   “Bacon sounds good. Where can we get bacon in this town?”
 
   He stood, so I could, and then followed me back through the law office after I locked the front door. I knew he was staring at my backside as I climbed the steps to my apartment, but I gave him that small amount of enjoyment for the kiss he had given me. 
 
   I opened the door and let him pass me, then closed it again. “We could go to Kiss’s Café if you want some real family style cooking. They have bacon on the menu any time of the day. If you want bacon on a pizza we could go to Gallo's. Last, but not least, if you want a bacon burger we can go back to Wes’s Saloon.”
 
   “That’s a lot of choices. Wes’s was good, but one burger a day is my limit. I need to keep my physique up,” he said, preening right then left. 
 
   “Sure, that’s why you want bacon again.”
 
   I grabbed my shoes stepping into one. He held his arm out for me to steady myself and I did, enjoying the way the soft wool coat felt under my hand. 
 
   “I haven’t had family style cooking in a long time. Let’s say we go to that café you talked about.”
 
   “Good call,” I smiled at him. I was genuinely glad he had stopped over. I needed to get out of the apartment after my long, emotional afternoon, so why not do it with a good looking guy?
 
   “Can I use your restroom before we go?” 
 
   I motioned him towards the back of the apartment. “Sure, it’s the first door on the right. I’ll grab my coat.”
 
   He disappeared into the apartment and I pulled my coat off the hanger where I hung it when I brought Winifred in earlier. I froze. Oh, crap. I swung the coat around my shoulders running back into the apartment, skidding to a halt at the bathroom door just as he opened it.
 
   “Are you pregnant, Katie?” he asked, holding the instructions Freddie must have left on the counter. 
 
   I snatched them from his hand. “No, I’m not. The test wasn’t for me. It’s the reason I didn’t get over to see Hank today. I found my best friend, Freddie, in tears after my appointment this afternoon. I had to help her.”
 
   He put a supportive hand on my shoulder. “Is this the Freddie that you were in Hawaii with?”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, she was afraid to tell her husband, so by the time I got it all straightened out it was too late to see Hank.”
 
   “That’s no problem. Hank will be there tomorrow. Is everything all right with them now?”
 
   My chin trembled even as I tried to stop it. “They’re very happy,” I said, my voice cracking.
 
   He pulled me into him and hugged me lightly. “You don’t sound very happy.”
 
   I pushed away from his chest and grabbed a tissue from the box that still sat on the coffee table. 
 
   “I’m happy for them. I haven’t had a chance to process any of it yet. Freddie and I went through some horrifically crappy things in our lives, and we were there for each other through them all. It’s wonderful to see her so happy and full of life now. The baby wasn’t planned, but once she knew Flynn wasn’t upset about it she walked out of here on a cloud.” I wiped my eyes and balled the tissue up in my hand. “I didn’t mean to get emotional.”
 
   “Babies are a great reason to be emotional,” he assured me. “Do you still want to go out or would you rather I leave you alone for the night?”
 
   “I think the only thing that will help me tonight is some pecan pie from Kiss’s Café.” I smiled and he grinned, holding his elbow out to me. I wrapped my arm through his in a motion of solidarity, grabbing my purse on the way out the door.
 
   Babies are a great reason to be emotional. If only he knew the real reason why Freddie being pregnant made me cry.
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   I checked my phone for the first time since I left the hotel room almost two hours ago. That never happens. I’m always on the clock 24/7, so to find myself lost in conversation with Katie for that long was a little disconcerting. She had gone to the ladies room, so I could no longer ignore the vibrating phone. I opened the screen, expecting it to be from Graham. Instead, it was a number I wasn’t familiar with. The message made my heart pause its beating. 
 
   “I’m watching you. If you think hiding out in a small town will keep you safe, you’re wrong. Dead wrong. Who’s the gorgeous chick? Does she know the kind of man you are or have you taken her in with your lies? Maybe I’ll start with her and let you suffer a little longer. I hope you enjoyed your dinner, it may be your last.”
 
   I looked up from my phone to glance around the café. There were a few people scattered throughout the restaurant, but no one that stuck out like a sore thumb. I decided to type a message back and see if anyone picked up his or her phone. 
 
   “I see you found me. Apparently my antics on the loop in Chicago weren’t good enough, too bad. I haven’t missed you.”
 
   I hit send then watched the other tables and booths, but no one picked up a phone or looked out of place. Katie’s sweet approach drew my eye and I stuffed the phone back in my pocket, so she wouldn’t see it. Sebastian’s plan to escape to a small town seems to have backfired. My lead investigator was convinced getting away from Chicago, and my usual business, would take the wind out of this guy’s sails, whoever he was. Sebastian was no further in figuring that out, then I was in convincing Katie I wasn’t a bad guy. 
 
   I helped her back into the booth, before sliding in across from her. “The waitress said she would be back to see if we wanted dessert.”
 
   “I’m pretty full,” she said without making eye contact, “but you can certainly have some. You’ll love Liberty’s pie.”
 
   “But you said you wanted a piece of pecan pie. How can you be too full for pie?” I asked jokingly. 
 
   Her eyes drifted to the window instead of my face. “I’m watching my figure. Too much pie isn’t good for it.”
 
   I bit my tongue to keep from sighing. This wasn’t about the dessert; it was about the fact that I insulted her body and she hadn’t forgotten about it, or forgiven me for it. She may never forgive and forget what happened that night, which is what had me the most worried. 
 
   “Katie, will you look at me, please?” I took her hand off the table and held it in mine, but she refused to do as I asked. “I wish I could live that night over again. I seriously didn’t think you would even remember the things I said. I’m sorry about all of it. I don’t know how to make my apology any clearer.”
 
   “It’s clear,” she said, still glaring out the window. Her chin trembled once, but then she stiffened her shoulders. “But it affected me deeply. I’ve struggled through life in ways you will never understand. Those experiences are why I knew it was dumb of me to talk to you that night, much less believe you were interested in me. Why would you be? The things you said sobered me up very quickly. You’re a rich older man who, while gorgeous and conversationally my equal, would never end up with a girl like me. I’m not from your class of people, Gideon. I never will be.”
 
   She wrenched her hand from mine, scooted out of the booth, and ran out the door before I registered that she was gone. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    [image: 6] 
 
    
 
    
 
   I grabbed my wallet, throwing more than enough money on the table for the bill and tip. The text from earlier ran through my mind and I ran for the door, plunging into the darkness of the night to find Katie. As I jogged, I pulled the phone out and read the last text that came in.
 
   “This time you messed with the wrong person, Gideon Armstrong.I will make you pay.”
 
   Dammit! I had to call Graham and Sebastian, but first I had to find Katie before she got into trouble she didn’t know was coming. 
 
   “Katie!” I called into the night, looking left and right, trying to remember which way we had come when we walked here. Which way would she go to head home? “Kate Kupid!” I called out again. I saw a shadow under a streetlight on my right. “Katie, stop and talk to me, please!” I called. I was glad the sidewalk was empty since I was yelling and slipping around like a lunatic
 
   “Just leave me alone, Gideon. I’ll call you after I talk with Hank tomorrow,” she yelled. 
 
   Her head was bent against the biting wind, and her hands were tucked inside the pockets of her heavy ski parka as she scurried away. I was gaining on her as we both tried to keep our footing on the glassy surface. I prayed I would get to her before she made it to the door of the law firm or she would lock me out. Maybe distracting her was the best idea. 
 
   “I can’t leave you alone. You’re my lawyer!” I called out. As I hoped, she spun around on one heel. 
 
   “I am not your lawyer! I’m your mother’s lawyer, end of story!” she exclaimed. 
 
   I was almost on her when I saw her arms flailing as her feet slipped on a patch of ice. I scrambled the last few feet and grabbed her around the waist just as she lost her footing. 
 
   “Ouch,” she moaned, immediately taking weight off her left leg. 
 
   “I got you,” I whispered, holding her tight against me as a cold, biting wind blew across us. “Did you hurt yourself?”
 
   “My knee, it hurts,” she said, resting her forehead on my shoulder. “Just give me a second. I’ll be okay.”
 
   “Lean on me. I’ll help you the rest of the way,” I ordered, moving her in front of me so I could support her weight. 
 
   She hobbled forward, barely stepping on the toes of her left foot each time. “How far are we from the law firm? Maybe I should get the car.”
 
   She pointed at a dark alley. “My door is down there.”
 
   I stopped at the entrance to the alley, the text message flashing like a neon sign in my mind. “That doesn’t look safe.”
 
   She craned her neck around to look at me. “It’s Snowberry. Nothing happens in Snowberry.”
 
   I had to make a decision, so I bent and picked her up, cradling her in my arms. I moved quickly down the dark alley until the beam from the light above the door reached us. 
 
   “Put me down. I can walk. I’m too heavy for you to carry,” she said three times before we reached her door. 
 
   “Yet, I managed just fine.” I winked, but she wouldn’t make eye contact as I set her on her feet, carefully. She unlocked the door and I helped her in, closing it behind me. She stopped with her hand on the stairway rail. 
 
   “Thanks for helping me in. You don’t have to see me up.”
 
   “How are you going to get up the stairs?” I asked, locking the door behind me. 
 
   “On my butt.” 
 
   I laughed at her stubbornness and wrapped her arm around my shoulder. “Use the railing and me for balance,” I instructed. 
 
   We hobbled up the stairs and she unlocked her apartment. There was a light burning in the living room casting a soft glow around the small space. I settled her on the couch, propping her leg up on a pillow. I found an icepack in her insanely anal retentively organized freezer and wrapped it in a towel, laying it across the knee that was starting to swell.
 
   “Maybe you need to go to the ER,” I said nervously. 
 
   “Nah, it’s just an old injury from high school. It happens all the time. It will be fine after icing it.”
 
   “Can I get you some Advil?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, I can’t take that. I’ll be okay, really. Thanks for helping me in.”
 
   “Is it an old track and field injury?” I asked, not wanting to leave her alone just yet. 
 
   “No, I’m not a runner.”
 
   “Basketball? Volleyball?”
 
   “It’s not a sports injury. Can we leave it at that?” she asked quietly. 
 
   There was a hint of something in her voice I couldn’t explain. Maybe it was her defensiveness or maybe it was her sadness, but something in me wanted to know, so I could make it better for her. 
 
   “Did someone hurt you, Katie?” I asked. “Besides me, that is. Like physically hurt you.”
 
   I shrugged out of my coat and laid it across the arm of the couch, so she could see I planned to stay.
 
   She adjusted the icepack and ran her hands across the towel to smooth it out a few times. “When I was fourteen my brother died in a car accident. I was the first to find him and I tried to get him out of the car. He was already gone, but I didn’t know that, so I tore up my knee in my vain attempt to rescue him. I had surgery to repair the problem, but sometimes it still bothers me.”
 
   I took her hand, caressing the top with my thumb. “I’m sorry for prying. I just want to spend a little time with you to get to know you better. I didn’t mean to dredge up old memories.”
 
   “Why do you want to spend time with me, Gideon? You aren’t staying in Snowberry and you’ve made it clear you aren’t interested in sleeping with me. What is your endgame?” 
 
   “Maybe I’m not staying in Snowberry, but I would love to have sweet, passionate sex with you. You bring out something in me that I’ve never experienced before, a deep sense of protectiveness.”
 
   “I don’t need anyone to protect me. I’ve been alone for the last eight years and managed.”
 
   I brought her hand to my lips and kissed it. “Managed, yes, but have you lived? Have you had a meaningful relationship with anyone? Have you gotten close to or loved anyone?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You sound like Winifred. I haven’t had a lot of time for dating, Gideon. I went to law school, which was a full time job. After I graduated, I became a partner in a law firm, also time consuming. I’m just getting to the point where I feel like I have time to devote to my personal life.”
 
   “Me, too.” I grinned.
 
    She shook her head at me. “You never give up, do you?”
 
   “Not when I want something.” 
 
   “And you want me? Forgive me if I find that one to be a line.”
 
   “It’s not a line. I wanted you then and I want you now. Then was the wrong time for us. I can’t say the same for the present. Maybe this is the right time. Maybe we both need to accept that.”
 
   She swung her legs down to the floor, the icepack sliding to the floor. She opened her mouth, but I put my finger to her lips. 
 
   “For Lord’s sake do not say it. If I hear you say one more time that you aren’t my class of people, I might kiss you senseless.”
 
   “I’m not your class of people,” she whispered. 
 
   I didn’t think, just reacted, pulling her into my arms and crushing my lips to hers. I cradled her, rested her head on the arm of the couch, making love to her mouth the way I wanted to make love to her body. Slowly, thoroughly, and sweetly. A sound came from her that I could only define as pure pleasure. It made that one part I’ve never allowed to be involved with a woman before, feel something it never has. I didn’t want to let her go and that was as frightening as it was alluring. 
 
   I rested my hand on her soft waist before slowly running it up the length of her, caressing the side of her soft, perky breast. I plunged my fingers into her silky hair that was so incredibly soft it felt like downy feathers against my skin. Her bottom slid closer to me pressing my bulging need into my abdomen. I moaned into her mouth and she let her lips fall open, so I could explore that part of her. I wanted to explore every part of her, but I would take what she was willing to give, for now. I released her lips to kiss down her jaw line to her neck. 
 
   “You’re so incredible, Katie. Your scent, your body, and the sounds you make as I kiss you. I’m completely lost in all of you.”
 
   “It’s taken me almost a year to get over you. Now you’re back. Why is this happening?” she cried.
 
   “Quite possibly it’s happening because I’ve prayed every night for the last eleven months for a chance to make things right with you. You’ve haunted me, Katie, in a way no woman ever has before.”
 
   “Make things right?” 
 
   I nodded and brushed a stray hair from her face. “The morning after I sent you away, I looked you up on the computer. Flynn had rented the rooms, so I had no way of knowing your real name. I went to your room, but you were gone. I was far too embarrassed to ask Flynn or Freddie, so I decided I had to let you go. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t do it. It was simply impossible to let you go. Every time a woman walked by me, I searched her face, hoping it was you. Every time you crossed my mind I saw all the women I didn’t send away from my hut.”
 
   “Were there a lot of them?” she asked, her eyes never leaving mine. 
 
   “Enough for me to realize what I was getting from them was never going to be what I needed. I never took the time to look any of them up afterwards, and I had slept with them. The heaviness of that realization weighed heavily on my chest. However, the disappointment that every woman I saw wasn’t you was bone crushing. Each time a woman tried to catch my eye I forced myself to evaluate my life as it stood. Each time I walked away from them, because their face wasn’t yours, their scent wasn’t yours, and their body wasn’t yours. You made that change in me in less than an hour of time we spent together. I knew the time had come to decide what kind of man I wanted to be.”
 
   “And what was your verdict?” she asked, her wide blue eyes shining in the low light of the brass lamp. 
 
   “That I wasn’t the kind of man worthy to be with someone like you.”
 
   “Gideon, really,” she started to fuss, but I held my finger to her lips. 
 
   “It was true, then. I wasn’t the man I should have been at thirty-six, not by a long shot. Yes, I was a great businessman, but I had a lot to learn.”
 
   “About?”
 
   “Life, Katie. I had a lot to learn about the reality of life. Shortly after our encounter, my mom got sick. We both decided to make Hawaii our home for however much time she had left. It wasn’t long, but we spent her last days on the beach together. Every morning and every night I was the one to carry her down to the sand so she could rest in the warmth it held. Sometimes she told me stories about when I was a little boy, and sometimes she told me stories about when she was a little girl. I listened with my heart, so when she slept I could write it all down while I prayed.”
 
   She reached up, slowly pulling my glasses from my face so she could caress the lines at the corner of my eyes. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”
 
   I shook my head and captured her hand, kissing her palm. “Don’t be sorry. I learned so much about myself, and my family, in those few months I took care of her. Believe me when I say I wish I hadn’t had to hurt you in order to learn how to pray again. I wish my mother didn’t have to suffer the way she did for me to find faith again, but it was important to her that I did.”
 
   “Rosie told me you weren’t a devout Mormon,” she mumbled, breaking eye contact. 
 
   I took her face in my hand pulling it back to mine, so she had no choice but to look at me. “I’m not, but my mother didn’t so much care what my religious affiliation was, as much as she cared that I found God again. Cancer is an evil disease, and an eye-opening one. It teaches you the difference between being something versus believing in something. I don’t consider myself Mormon, or any other religion for that matter. The lessons cancer taught me were how to find the importance of faith without the insistence that it can only be accomplished one way.”
 
   I nodded. “I understand that idea in ways you may never understand.”
 
   I caressed her face while I smiled down at her, the sweetness of her lips begging me to suck the nectar from them again.
 
   “That’s the point I’m trying to make, Katie. I want to understand you. Someday I want to know why you automatically asked if I was devout Mormon, in a tone of voice that told me you are anything but. I want to hear that story from your beautiful lips, when you’re ready to tell me. Maybe all of this will lead to friendship, but maybe we will find in each other what we’ve both been looking for from this world. I already know that kissing you gives me a far greater feeling of headiness than any fine bottle of wine ever could. It also gives me a feeling somewhere in my soul that I’ve never had before.”
 
   “So I’m not the only one feeling this way?”
 
   I smiled and shook my head. “No, not at all. I knew before I came to town that I had finally found you. That my prayers had been answered. It took me less than five seconds to find your picture on the website for the firm. My reaction in the beginning was disbelief. I gave Graham a very hard time about coming to Snowberry. I covered it with frustration of taking time I pretended I didn’t have, but the reality is, it was fear. I was afraid to face you and have you throw me out of your office. The day I saw your picture I was so busy that it wasn’t until the evening that I really let it sink in. I didn’t know what to do, so I simply prayed. I knew I had to turn myself over to Him in order to find the courage to come to Snowberry. I am weak alone, but with faith I am strong.”
 
   “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness. Is that what you meant?”
 
   I captured her hand again and held it, knowing when I went home tonight at least I would harbor her scent on me. 
 
   “That’s exactly what I meant. I had a lot of time to ponder 2 Corinthians when mom was sick. It hasn’t been easy, but I’ve learned to incorporate some of those ideas into my everyday life.”
 
   “You know when I’m lying here with you like this it makes it hard to keep the disdain I had for you alive? It makes me want to stay here forever in the darkness and share kisses, not caring about the real truth.”
 
   “What is the real truth, Katie?” I asked, rubbing her belly gently as she spoke. 
 
   “That you live in Chicago and I live in Snowberry. You’re a successful businessman and corporate lawyer. I’m a wet behind the ears family lawyer. You were ten when I was born, which means you’ve had a lot more life experience than I’ve had. You come from a very well respected family. I come from a family everyone wants to forget.”
 
   “You forgot one,” I whispered, my lips almost on hers. 
 
   “What?” she asked, her eyes glued to mine.
 
   “We shouldn’t be laying here together stealing kisses in the dark, but we are.”
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   I held the door open for my Friday clients, Nick and Mandy Klaus, a couple who are near and dear to my heart. 
 
   “Hi guys, how’s it going?” I asked, relocking the door behind them and ushering them towards my office.
 
   “Busy as always, so we’re thankful to have a Friday when school is out,” Nick said. “We’ve been waiting for your call to come sign the papers.”
 
   I motioned for them to sit as I went behind my desk. “I’m sorry it took so long to get the papers back from your ex, Mandy. He wasn’t, shall we say, cooperative.”
 
   Mandy grimaced and shook her head. “I’m not surprised. The man is like a faucet, hot then cold then hot. It wasn’t two years ago he was trying to sign away his rights. Now he wants to fight it.”
 
   I leaned over on my blotter and grinned at her. “I don’t think he was real keen on the idea that some other man was taking his children. All I had to do was remind him that you could still press charges for child endangerment and he signed on the dotted line.”
 
   Mandy’s ex was a real loser. He enjoyed toying with her about the children endlessly. A few years ago, their daughter, Esther, was injured because he was negligent while taking care of her. He moved to California right after that incident and hasn’t seen the kids in over two years. Both Esther and Ben have blossomed with the love Nick showers on them and he truly is the one deserving of the name ‘Dad.’
 
   “I’m sure the fact that he won’t have to pay child support anymore was helpful as well,” Mandy sputtered. 
 
   Nick put a hand on her back and rubbed it, soothing her. “It’s almost over. Then we can be a family. Just hang in there a little longer, Mands.”
 
   I opened the folder on my desk and picked up a pen. “Nick is right. Once you sign I will file this with the court immediately. They’ll set a date for the adoption hearing within a month. Now that Jacob has signed away his rights, the rest will go quickly because Nick has been financially taking care of the kids for the last two years. You’ve got this, Mandy.”
 
   Mandy nodded, but then her face crumbled and tears ran down her face. “I’m so happy he’s finally out of my life. I’m sorry,” she apologized waving her hand in front of her face. “I’m a little emotional right now.”
 
   Nick kissed her cheek and winked at me. “They say pregnancy will do that to a gal.”
 
   I jumped up from my chair. “You’re pregnant?”
 
   Mandy nodded and I ran around the desk hugging them both. “Oh my gosh! I’m so excited for you. How far along are you?”
 
   Nick was one big grin from ear-to-ear. “She’s four months already. We didn’t tell anyone except our family, until we made it through the first trimester, but I suspect the kids told a few friends along the way.”
 
   Mandy laughed through her tears. “They are pretty excited to have a little brother or sister.”
 
   “A Nick S. Klaus III?” I asked Nick.
 
   He laughed softly. “If it’s a boy.”
 
   “But Esther is betting it’s a girl and plans on naming her Elsa,” Mandy quipped. 
 
   I snickered. “That girl and her Frozen. I loved her rendition of Let It Go at the concert last year, it was very, original.”
 
   “She’s my drama queen,” Nick laughed. “But I love her.”
 
   “I guess I better be careful about drinking the water in Snowberry right now. Maybe pregnancy is contagious.”
 
   Mandy laughed. “No, I think it’s only in the Alexander family well right now.”
 
   “What? Is Snow pregnant again?” I asked surprised. 
 
   Mandy shook her head. “No, but December is!”
 
   I put my hand over my mouth. “I haven’t seen her in like, forever! My goodness, so many babies in your family, they are going to be great friends. When is December’s baby due?”
 
   “She’s about a month further along than I am. Christmas was a virtual baby wonderland. I think the unborn got more gifts than the born, but it was great to see Jay and December so happy.”
 
   I went back around my desk. “Everyone had bets going on when they would have a baby. I wonder who the winner is.”
 
   Mandy chuckled. “They wanted to be smart about it and plan it out as much as they could. December has a year vacation saved and so does Jay. They will each take time with the baby and then they will send him or her to the hospital daycare. When their name was second from the top of the list, they started trying.”
 
   I started to laugh. “I guess that’s as good a time as any to have a baby. When there’s room in the daycare for them.”
 
   “In this case, it is. Jay and December both work there so the baby will see a friendly face all day long.”
 
   I let out a breath. “Well, it really is wonderful that your family is experiencing a baby boom, but it’s not just the Alexander’s who are getting pregnant.”
 
   “You know of someone we don’t?” Nick asked. “We’re pretty in tune to the pregnancy vine.”
 
   I snortled and leaned over my desk again. “This one probably hasn’t hit the vine yet since we just found out yesterday, but Winifred is expecting as well.”
 
   Mandy clapped with excitement, “You’re kidding me, right?”
 
   I shook my head. “Nope, she was in my apartment yesterday in tears. She was freaking out thinking she had messed up some great plan they had made.” I waved my hand around to indicate it didn’t matter. “Anyway, she isn’t sure how far along she is, but we know she’s at least a couple months. She went to see Tom yesterday, but I haven’t talked to her since. She’s next on my list.” 
 
   I picked up my pen and opened the file. “Let’s get this done. Who wants to sign first?” I asked.  
 
   Mandy scooted forward to take the pen. “I do. Signing this paper is the final thing we need to do in order to make the past disappear, and start our new life as a family, all with the same last name. Jacob doesn’t deserve Ben and Esther. Nick does.”
 
   She scrawled her name across the line then handed the pen to Nick who did the same. I signed my name, dated it with a flourish and winked at Nick. “And with that, you’re one more step closer to being a daddy, Nick.”
 
   “I already am one,” he said quietly.
 
   I held up my hand. “Of course, I meant legally. I know Judge Burkett will rubber stamp this. Everyone in Snowberry knows how much you love Ben and Esther. I have to go see Hank at the pharmacy, but I plan to drop these off with the clerk of courts on my way. She will make sure Judge Burkett gets them immediately. He will call me with the time for court and I’ll call you. Deal?”
 
   Mandy nodded eagerly then hugged me. “Thank you, Kate. I really appreciate everything you’ve done to help our family move on.”
 
   “No worries, Mandy. You know I’m rooting for you. I’m so thrilled your family is expanding! Have a great weekend and I’ll call you as soon as I know anything about a date.”
 
   They waved as they left the office and let themselves out the front door. I remained at my desk, my chin in the palm of my hand. Everyone in Snowberry was getting married and having babies. My mind’s eye went immediately to Gideon and I laughed. Sure, marriage and babies with Gideon Armstrong, like there’s a snowball’s chance in hell of that happening.
 
   Snowballs don’t survive in hell. It’s too hot.
 
   I tried hard not to roll my eyes, since you shouldn’t roll your eyes at God. 
 
   I always know when you have something on your mind, Katie.
 
   There is nothing on my mind, but doing my job and checking on my friend.
 
   And marrying Gideon and having babies.
 
   I snorted against my will. 
 
   We both know that’s not going to happen, I grumped.
 
   I slammed my laptop closed and grabbed my phone off my desk. It was time to get a move on, so Gideon, and the good Lord, stay out of my head. I pulled my coat down from the hook by my office door and stuffed my arms into it. I only had a few minutes to get over to the pharmacy before Hank left for the weekend. What was supposed to be a quiet Friday had turned busy from the moment I got out of bed.
 
   I took a step forward and tested my left leg, happy when the pain was down to a dull ache. After Gideon left last night, I took two Tylenol and went to bed, but I didn’t get much sleep. I was far too busy running the entire day on repeat through my head. I kept getting hung up on the part where he kissed me senseless four times before I sent him back to his hotel. Each time I replayed those kisses in my mind, the night in Hawaii got harder and harder to remember. I felt like I was trying to fight a power that was greater than both of us were. When I finally drifted off to sleep, I was completely and utterly confused. Still was, in fact, but I didn’t expect things to become clear anytime soon. 
 
   I shut off the lights then left from the rear entrance. I was planning on driving over to see Hank, stopping by Freddie’s to check on her, and then heading home for a bubble bath and early bed. The only monkey wrench I saw in that plan wore glasses and smiled with his eyes.
 
   I slid into the front seat of my Honda and turned over the engine, giving it a minute to warm up before I convinced its hulking body to move me toward town square. The air was stinging cold and the weatherman was calling for more snow in the next few days. The only upside to snow was the bitter cold would take a hike. 
 
   The drive to the courthouse was quick and I was in and out in a minute, leaving the signed papers with the clerk of courts. She promised to get back to me with a time by tonight. I was almost bouncing by the time I got to the pharmacy. Nick and Mandy were one of those ‘meant-to-be’ couples and knowing that they were having a baby of their own really made my day. I stepped through the door of the pharmacy and it was busy as the weekend approached. I entertained myself looking at a rack of books while I waited for Hank to be free. 
 
   “Kate, nice to see you here,” he said coming around the counter. 
 
   I hugged him quickly and smiled up at him. Hank was easily a foot and a half taller than I am, which put him somewhere near basketball net tall. 
 
   “I have your prescription ready. I expected to see you yesterday.”
 
   I scratched my temple and grimaced. “Sorry about that. You were closed before I was free. Let me pay you for the book and the meds so we can talk about the Armstrong’s.”
 
   He went behind the counter and pulled a bag from the bin against the wall. “Have you taken this one before?” he asked, his left brow higher than his right.
 
   I shook my head. “No, it’s a new one.”
 
   “Are you having problems again?”
 
   I made the so-so hand. “I saw Dr. Sawyer yesterday. We did my yearly tests and a strange tachycardia showed up on the readings. Apparently, I have some right heart failure, but nothing too far outside what would be normal considering what my heart looked like when I was born. She thinks the medication might bring everything back under control. We’re trying this for two months to see if it helps. Then we will get back together to make more plans.”
 
   He rang up the medication, and my book. “Are you aware when you’re in the wrong rhythm?”
 
   I nodded. “I know, believe me. She gave me a few techniques to get back into sinus rhythm when it happens. So far, so good.”
 
   “Good, but you know I’m obliged to tell you…”
 
   “If the medication doesn’t work, or my heart is racing for longer than an hour, I need to report to the ER immediately for cardioversion.”
 
   He smiled and chuckled. “My work here is done.”
 
   I winked and handed him the money, then grabbed the paper sack, stashing it in my messenger bag.
 
   He motioned me into his office and shut the door. “Now then, the Armstrong’s. Gideon said you would be by. What can I do for you?”
 
   He sat opposite me and I pulled out the file from my bag. “To start, I want to thank you for helping Winifred yesterday. She was scared out of her mind about being pregnant. The test you gave her was easy to read and gave her confidence that it was accurate.”
 
   He smiled and leaned back in his chair. “So, what did the test reveal?”
 
   I hesitated for a second, but decided that since she told him she might be pregnant, she wouldn’t care if I confirmed it. 
 
   “Baby Steele will be here sometime in the next seven or so months.”
 
   He grinned doing a fist pump that was almost comical, considering the length of his arms. 
 
   “Why was she so scared? Was it just the idea of having a baby or is there something more to it?”
 
   I chuckled shaking my head. “She believed she had screwed up their three-year plan. That’s Freddie for you, always worried about a plan, when life doesn’t happen that way.”
 
   He shook his head. “It sure doesn’t. I know Rose Armstrong didn’t plan to die of cancer at barely seventy, nor did Gideon plan to die of a blood clot on his third month into retirement.”
 
   I clutched the folder in my hands. “No, but because that was the plan of a greater power, now we will have to deal with what is left here.”
 
   He raised one brow as I opened the folder pulling my pen from my bag. “I need to make it clear that I represent Rose Armstrong’s estate. That means I’m not your lawyer nor am I Gideon’s lawyer. It is my job to ensure that the pharmacy is taken care of in the way Rose asked it to be done in the will.”
 
   “I’m fully aware that you represent Rose. I have my own lawyer.”
 
   I looked up. “Okay, what’s his name?” I asked, my pen posed to write the name.
 
   “Gideon Armstrong, Junior.”
 
   I tried hard not to roll my eyes. “Hank, you can’t have Gideon represent you.”
 
   “Why not?” he asked, a smart aleck smile on his face.
 
   “Because he is the sole benefactor to Rose’s estate. He will not have your best interests at heart.”
 
   He ran his finger around my face. “Go ahead and try to say that again with a straight face, young lady. I’ll wait.”
 
   I put the pen down and frowned at him. “I’m aware he wants to sell you the business for a dollar.”
 
   He steepled his fingers, “Actually two dollars, one for the business and one for the building, but yes, he’s not going to profit from the sale. That’s why I see no problem in having him represent me. He’s a corporate lawyer and I’m buying a business. That means he’s the right guy for me.”
 
   “Be that as it may, he’s also in charge of managing this business for the next six months until you can purchase it.”
 
   “Excuse me?” he asked, leaning forward. “I was under the impression the sale was imminent.”
 
   “Gideon believed the same until he arrived at my office yesterday. However, Rose changed the will shortly before she passed. She wants Gideon to manage the pharmacy for six months before selling it.”
 
   “Are you sure she was in her right mind when she made that change? Gideon is not a pharmacist.”
 
   “Yes, she was in her right mind. The stipulations are rather vague other than Gideon must wait six months to sell it. It doesn’t say that he must be the one to do the managing.”
 
   “So he can manage me managing the pharmacy until the sale can go through?”
 
   “Essentially,” I agreed.
 
   “Then why even bother putting that stipulation in the will.”
 
   I leaned back in the chair and smiled. “I can’t speak for a dead woman, but I believe she was trying to get Gideon to take some time out of his busy life to visit Snowberry. From what his assistant tells him, she was giving him time to find love.”
 
   My mind raced back to last night when he held me in his arms. The kisses were hot and passionate, but more than that, they were sweet and protective. He bared his soul to me and I had to make a choice about whether I was going to do the same. My brain knew it was smarter to keep my guard up, but my heart wanted someone else to carry the burden for a little while. 
 
   “Well, if that’s the case, Gideon is going to be back in his helicopter on his way to Chicago by tomorrow.”
 
   I snapped from my daydream. “He has a helicopter? How do you know all this?”
 
   Hank chuckled and leaned over the desk. “I’ve known Gideon for five years. He was the one who hired me to run this place after his dad passed. His mother trusted the business aspect to him as soon as Senior passed away. What Rose didn’t know was that Gideon stops into Snowberry a few times a year to check the books and make sure I’m not running a meth lab out of the back of his pharmacy.”
 
   “He does?”
 
   “You seem surprised.”
 
   “I guess I just didn’t follow through with the idea that he still had to be a little bit hands-on because a pharmacy is just not his type of business.”
 
   “No, but it was his father’s legacy in this town. While he recognizes that keeping it in the family is unrealistic, he wants to make sure that the people of Snowberry continue to have access to their medications.”
 
   “I know plenty of people are worried the pharmacy will close its doors,” I agreed. 
 
   “No need to be. We planned to make an announcement about the pharmacy changing hands, but remaining open. I guess now we will have to postpone that for a few months.”
 
   “If we can agree to the terms of the management and subsequent sale, I would be okay with you letting customers know you’ll be staying open, as long as no details are divulged until after the sale is final.”
 
   “That’s a given, Kate. When do you want to meet? I’ll bring my lawyer.” He chuckled and I shook my head at his joke. “You should give Gideon a chance, Kate. I think the two of you are perfect for each other.”
 
   Dangerous waters ahead.
 
   “Why? Because we’re both lawyers? I hardly think that makes us perfect for each other.”
 
   “I was thinking more along the lines of the idea that you’re both searching for something the other one has.”
 
   I squinted one eye closed and took a deep breath. “About that meeting.”
 
   He laughed outright with his calendar in hand. “I’m available just about any morning before nine. The question is, how long do you want Gideon to stay in town. I can drag out the meeting if that helps.”
 
   “You really are into the comedy routine today, aren’t you, Hank?”
 
   “No, I’m actually being dead serious.”
 
   The longer we talked the more uncomfortable I was feeling. I resisted the urge to run out of here like an immature child. 
 
   “If he has a helicopter he can go home to Chicago and return whenever we want to plan the meeting, if he has other obligations. That said, I think it’s wise to do it as soon as possible. I know tomorrow is Saturday, but I’m willing to meet at seven-thirty if you are.”
 
   “Nope, sorry, I’m heading out for a weekend of fishing. Monday is the soonest I can do,” he apologized, looking at his calendar. “I would cancel, but my son is fourteen now, so getting him to do anything with his boring old dad can be a real challenge. I would hate to lose the chance to spend some time with him.”
 
   I held up my hand. “It’s not a problem, Hank. Monday morning is soon enough. Gideon can choose to stay or go back to Chicago. Is seven-thirty okay with you?”
 
   “That should give us enough time to hammer out the details and drink coffee, which I’ll bring.” He stood and came around the desk.
 
   I tucked the folder back in my messenger bag as he put his arm around my shoulder and walked me to the office door. 
 
   “I don’t usually stick my nose in where it doesn’t belong, but in this case I can see it needs to be said.”
 
   “What needs to be said?” I asked confused. 
 
   “I know that your life fell apart at fourteen, at least, personally. You picked yourself up by your bootstraps and you made a life for yourself. That’s a real accomplishment. Most people who haven’t suffered half the life traumas you have can’t do that. Be proud of yourself, but remember there is more to life than work.”
 
   “I know that, Hank. I do.”
 
   “If you know it then why do your eyes dilate every time I say Gideon’s name? Why do your cheeks flush and you swallow hard when I talk about you spending time with him?”
 
   “I don’t know, Hank. I didn’t know I did that. I’m just protecting what’s left of my already mashed up heart. Gideon Armstrong isn’t going to do it any good.”
 
   He turned me to him, holding my shoulders. “Or he just might be the one to put it back into some semblance of order again. The first thing you need is faith and the second is trust. Think about it, please?”
 
   I nodded my tentative agreement. 
 
   He grinned, his long lanky arms pulling me into a hug. “Good, now I have bottles to fill and I’m sure you have paperwork to do. I’ll see you Monday morning.”
 
   He left me at the door to his office as he went about the rest of his day. The problem was, I was afraid of what the rest of my day might hold. 
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   I took a deep breath before I knocked on the door of my best friend’s house. It was a big, brick monstrosity of a home that sat on the edge of Snowberry Lake. It was a bit intimidating to approach for most people, but for me, it was a little like coming home. I lived here for the last few years of high school, just Freddie, my mother and I. It was Freddie’s home, but it always felt a little like living in a museum. There were priceless antiques and artwork in every room. I always said she left everything the same when her parents died because, somewhere in her heart, she wanted them to walk back in the door from Greece. 
 
   Now that she was married to Flynn, the house seemed alive again. Before it felt as if there was always a black cloud hanging over it, a shroud of sadness that smiles nor laughter could permeate. Deep in my heart, I was happy that soon there would be a lot of laughter behind this door. 
 
   I heard yipping coming towards me and I chuckled. There was the first sound that permeated the sadness. Christine, Freddie’s miniature schnauzer, was always happy to see everyone, but first she had to alert her owners that someone was there. 
 
   The door swung open and Freddie stood before me looking a bit rumpled. Christine was barking by her feet until she saw me, then she let out a whine that said, ‘Come in and pick me up!’
 
   I stepped in the door and did just that, rubbing Christine’s chin before giving her a kiss on the top of her head. 
 
   “I see you haven’t been able to break her from all that yapping,” I teased Freddie. 
 
   She pushed the door shut and shook her head. “We’ve tried, but there’s nothing doing. I refuse to use one of those shock collars on her; that’s just cruel.”
 
   I hugged the small dog to me, protecting her little body. “Don’t you dare or I’ll take her home with me.”
 
   Winifred laughed and motioned me down the hallway towards the kitchen. “Come on in. I was just thinking about eating something.”
 
   I set Christine down and she ran off for her toy, which I was sure I would be throwing soon. I took stock of my best friend then motioned her to me, giving her a long hug. 
 
   “It’s okay. You won’t feel like this forever.”
 
   She nodded her head over my shoulder. It was the first time in our lives that she felt slight in my arms. 
 
   “I’m worn out. Thank goodness, Jerri was able to take the bookmobile around to the schools today. I didn’t have it in me.”
 
   I led her to a new recliner in the living room while taking note of the changes Flynn had made since he moved in. The room was now for living, not idolizing people long in the grave. It was inviting and comforting, something it hadn’t been in a very long time. 
 
   I put the foot up on the recliner and headed for the kitchen, glad it was open concept. I could talk to her from where I stood making her tea. 
 
   “I’m sure Jerri understood once you told her,” I agreed, dropping a piece of toast into the toaster and placing a cup of water in the microwave.
 
   “I didn’t tell her,” she said so softly I almost didn’t hear her. I walked back over to lean against the couch. 
 
   “Why not? Did something happen at the doctor yesterday?” I heard the toaster pop up, but I ignored it while I waited for her to answer the question.
 
   “Telling Ashley and Jerri I’m pregnant seemed like something I should do in person, you know? It didn’t seem right to blurt it out over the phone, so I told her I was sick. She was happy to do it.”
 
   “Okay, fair enough,” I said going back to butter the toast, adding cinnamon and sugar. I put a teabag in the cup and carried both over to her, setting it on the new table next to the recliner. “I like what you’ve done with this room.”
 
   She patted the joint recliner next to her. I sat while she sipped the tea. “Thanks. Flynn said we should live in it, since it’s a living room. It took me a little time to see he was right, but I’m glad I did.”
 
   I held my hands in my lap and waited for her to say more, but she didn’t. She nibbled on the toast and sipped her tea, all while staring at the wall. 
 
   “You’re worrying me, Freddie. I asked if something was wrong when you went to the doctor, but you haven’t answered me. Now you won’t even make eye contact.”
 
   She sighed and her chin trembled. “Nothing is wrong; everything is perfect. I’m just not comfortable carrying on about it with you.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, taking the cup of tea from her hand and forcing her to look at me.
 
   She might be facing me, but her eyes were downcast when she spoke. “Because I don’t want to hurt my best friend, but I know this will. You’ll smile and say you’re excited, but I know deep down you’re sad. I don’t want to be the one to do that.”
 
   I held her hand and tipped her chin up, so she had to look at me. “Freddie, just because my life is different than yours doesn’t mean I’m not over the moon thrilled that you’re going to have a family with Flynn. I’m so excited! I hardly slept last night thinking about how our lives are going to change because of this baby. I know, if you’ll give me a chance, that I can be the most favorite aunt. I just want a chance to heap on him or her all the love I have to share.”
 
   “Her,” she whispered.
 
   My heart started pounding. “Her?” I asked, my voice shaking. 
 
   “Flynn took me to the clinic yesterday and Dr. Alexander wanted an ultrasound right away because of the surgery and the medications I was taking. You know, to be on the safe side.” 
 
   I nodded and felt the tears pricking at my eyelids, but I didn’t care. 
 
   “He did an ultrasound that showed I’m already thirteen weeks pregnant.”
 
   “Wow, Freddie, that’s even further than you had figured.” I was smiling and she was too, finally. 
 
   “Everything was so messed up from the surgery and well, I’ve been in denial for a long time, obviously.”
 
   “They could tell the gender at thirteen weeks?”
 
   She gave me the so-so hand. “She said it’s a good chance it’s a girl, but another ultrasound in a few weeks will be more definitive. She showed us the picture and it looked like a girl to us, too.” Her voice cracked and I pulled her into a hug, rubbing her back. 
 
   “Was everything else okay?” I asked. 
 
   “Yes, the technician said she’s perfect, Kate. All ten fingers and ten toes. We heard her heartbeat and I saw my husband fall in love with his child. It was incredible.” She had been relaxed in my arms, but then she stiffened.
 
    I kept rubbing her back. “Stop worrying and relax. Please. I want you to talk about these things with me. I want to experience this with you and Flynn. Please let me be part of this pregnancy.”
 
   I pulled back and held her face. She was crying, the tears leaving tracks down her face. 
 
   “Hey, I know it’s a lot to take in with less than twenty-four hours under your belt of knowing you’re going to be a mommy, but I also know you’re causing yourself more stress because you’re worried about hurting me, right?”
 
   She nodded as I brought a hand up to swipe away a tear. 
 
   “So, let’s make a pact right now that no matter what we go through in life, we go through it together. The same way we have the last twelve years. You get to be happy about this baby and I get to be happy for you. I get to hold your babies and love them the way an aunt does. That doesn’t make me sad, that makes me feel so special. I can’t stress that enough.”
 
   “Flynn said that’s how you would feel.” She half-laughed, half-sighed. 
 
   I smiled, brushing away another tear. “Again, he was right. Did they send any pictures home with you from the ultrasound?” I asked, trying to move on, so she would stop crying. 
 
   She pulled out her phone, handing it to me. “Even better. They can put it on your smartphone now, so you can watch it in real time and see them moving and kicking. You can even hear the heartbeat.”
 
   “Really?” I asked excitedly and she hit the video tab. 
 
   The video started in grainy black and white, but there in the middle of it was a baby. I watched the little one sucking her thumb, stretching, and flipping around. It switched to 3D and I gasped at the lifelike view of her. “Oh, Freddie, she’s so precious.” The video finished and the final few seconds were a shot of the baby upside down, an arrow pointing at three prominent white lines between the legs. 
 
   I handed her the phone back and hugged her again. “I’m so proud of you. Look how much your life has changed in less than eighteen months. You’re going to be such a wonderful mommy to that little girl.”
 
   “I hope so. It wasn’t that long ago I hated everything to do with kids. Then the bookmobile came along and taught me that kids are awesome little moldable people that we get to shape. I get to hand a child a book, and when they see me the next week, they tell me what they learned or how it made them feel. They’ve helped heal me and so will this little one.”
 
   She rested her hand on her belly and I grinned. “I brought you something. I hope you don’t have it already.” I jumped up and went to the table where my purse was.
 
   “What would that be?” she asked as I rummaged in my purse. 
 
   I brought a brown bag over to her. “Sorry I didn’t get a chance to wrap it. I was at the pharmacy talking to Hank and it caught my eye.”
 
   She opened the bag and pulled out the book. “Goodnight Moon”, she read, holding it to her chest. “I don’t have this one, but it was first on the list to buy for pre-birth reading. Flynn wants to read to her every night, so she will know our voices. Thank you.” She looked up at me, her eyes filled with love for me, and understanding. I was grateful for both.
 
   “He’s gonna be a great daddy, too,” I started to say when my phone rang. I held up my finger while I checked the read out. “Hang on, it’s work.”
 
   “This is Kate,” I answered, already knowing who it was. 
 
   “Hi Katie, this is Gideon. I’m hungry. Should we get dinner?”
 
   I smiled against my will. “What are you hungry for this time? Olives?”
 
   “Olives?” he asked confuzzled.
 
   “Yesterday you wanted bacon. Maybe today you want olives?”
 
   He laughed, sounding relaxed and happy. It was a sound that made my insides quiver a little. I rolled my eyes at myself, but still wished he would do it again. 
 
   “Now that you mention it, I wouldn’t mind bacon and olives, on a pizza.”
 
   “You really should try Gallo’s then. I’m at a friend’s house. I’ll be home in an hour. Pick me up at the firm?”
 
   “Looking forward to it.” 
 
   The line went dead and I tucked my phone back in my purse.
 
   “Well, well, well. Who is picking you up for Gallo’s pizza tonight?” Freddie asked, standing next to me. I didn’t remember seeing her stand up, which told me I was way too engrossed in that phone call.
 
     My shoulders slumped while I tried to hide my grimace. I didn’t want to talk to her about this. She wasn’t going to be happy with me, but there was no sense lying about it now.
 
   “Gideon Armstrong. He’s in town to get the turnover of the pharmacy taken care of after his mother passed.”
 
   “So why did you sound all dreamy when you talked to him?” she asked suspiciously.
 
   “I didn’t ‘sound all dreamy’,” I scoffed. “I’m just trying to be nice.”
 
   “Really? Did you take him for bacon last night?”
 
   Okay, she wants to play this way we will play this way.
 
   “As a matter of fact, I did. I was a little stressed out after you left, so I went down to talk to Rosie. He knocked on the office door and I let him in. He was looking for somebody to have dinner with him. He’s alone in a new town. Cut him some slack.”
 
   She giggle-snorted. “This isn’t a new town for Gideon. He’s been coming here since his parents bought the pharmacy when he was in college.”
 
   “While that’s true, the poor man just lost his mother. Cut him some slack.”
 
   She raised one brow. “Did you comfort him through his grief and listen to him share fond memories of his mother?”
 
   “I did, actually. We also shared hugs and passionate kisses, with tongue.”
 
   She grabbed my arm. “Katie Penelope Kupid, don’t even joke with me about this!”
 
   I stared at her, my face in a relaxed position. I waited knowing she would have plenty to say about it. 
 
   “You’re not kidding?” she asked slowly and I shook my head no. “But you just met him. You’re already kissing him?”
 
   “That’s not entirely true. We’ve met before.”
 
   “When he was in Snowberry?”
 
   I shook my head and went wide around her, picking up Christine. “In Hawaii.”
 
   “Hawaii?”
 
   I nodded without turning around. I knew the moment she figured out who he was. She sucked in a breath that could only be construed as anger. 
 
   “He’s not that guy?” she asked. I turned around to face her. Her hands were balled into fists at her side and her nostrils flared as she breathed. 
 
   I set Christine down and put my hand on her shoulder. “Yes, but you have to listen to me.”
 
   “No, I don’t! I can’t believe you’re seeing him after what he did to you! I can’t believe that you would kiss him when he said those horrible things about you.”
 
   “Winifred, please calm down. Flynn won’t let me visit if you get yourself all worked up about this.”
 
   She took a calming breath, but continued to give me her librarian stink eye. “I’m not happy right now.”
 
   “You should have been me yesterday when he showed up in my office. There was a lot of yelling.”
 
   “So how did it go from yelling to kissing?”
 
   “He told me a few things about that night I had forgotten. Like how I was beyond falling down drunk. Apparently couldn’t even remember if I was on birth control.”
 
   “You couldn’t remember that?”
 
   I shrugged. “I guess not. Since I couldn’t answer the question he decided I might be too drunk to decide if I really wanted to have sex with him.”
 
   “If he was trying to be a knight in shining armor, why the hell didn’t he just walk you back to your place, instead of being a jerk?” 
 
   “I guess I wasn’t taking no for an answer. He did what he had to do at the time to get rid of me, right or wrong.”
 
   “Like insult you and push you out the door, leaving you drunk on the beach in a strange place?”
 
   “He called and sent an escort to take me back to my room. I wasn’t alone. It was all a blur, but I do remember the bartender from earlier showing up to help me back to the hotel. When I sobered up, all I remembered were the words he had said. Everything else was a lot less clear.”
 
   “So he apologizes and you fall all over him again.”
 
   “I did not fall all over him!” I stomped my foot making Christine growl low in her throat. “It just happened, okay? I fell on my knee on the way home from Kiss’s Café and he helped me in. He started telling me about being with his mom in her final days. It changed his life, Winnie. He’s not the same man he was when we last saw each other.”
 
   Winifred shook her head. “I don’t know, Kate. The whole thing sounds like he just wants a second chance to get into your pants and you’re going to let him.”
 
   I hung my head locking onto Christine. Her big brown eyes roamed around the room, looking for the tension she could sense. 
 
   “I’m going to go now. I’m glad you’re doing okay. Say hi to Flynn for me.”
 
   I walked around her and grabbed my messenger bag, flicking it over my shoulder. The prescription bag fell out onto the floor before I realized it. Freddie bent over and picked it up, handing it to me. 
 
   “Is everything okay?” she asked, her voice timid. 
 
   “No, but as usual, Dr. Sawyer is on top of it.”
 
   I took the prescription from her hand, turning on my heel. The long hike to the door was always ridiculous, but it felt extra ridiculous today as I tried to hold back tears all the way there.
 
   “Kate, don’t leave angry. I’m worried about you. I don’t want you to get hurt again. He doesn’t deserve you.”
 
   “I didn’t say I was going to sleep with him. I said I was going to go out for pizza with him. I don’t expect you to agree with how I’m feeling right now, Freddie, but I sure as hell hoped you would at least listen to me without treating me like a child.” I lost the battle with the tears as they escaped, running down my cheeks.
 
   She opened her mouth to speak, but I didn’t want to hear it. I held up my hand as I stepped over the threshold into the cold January air. It was going to snow. I could feel it in my knee. 
 
   “Just forget about it, okay? He’s only going to be here until Monday. He’ll be heading back to Chicago after that, which means I’ll never see him again. I’ll manage to keep my pants on over the weekend. I promise.”
 
   I hugged her quickly, because one thing my life has taught me is never leave on bad terms, or without saying ‘I love you.’ 
 
   “I love you, Freddie. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
 
   She hugged me back and nodded, biting her lip. “Please don’t cry. I love you, too.”
 
   I walked to my car, yanking the car door open harder than I needed to before sliding into the cold, unwelcoming seat. I started the car, cranking the defroster on high long enough to heat the windshield. I wiped my face with my scarf, took a steeling breath, and put it in reverse. She was still standing in the door frowning when I looked back. I waved, just to make her feel better. 
 
   I pulled onto the winding road back to Snowberry letting out a sound that was partly a sigh and partly a sob. Great, now all I have to do is keep my pants on for the whole weekend. I could do this. I could prove her wrong. The fact that I had to give myself a pep talk about keeping my pants on wasn’t lost on me. 
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   I looked around the quaint room where we sat at a small, but elegant, table for two. I felt completely underdressed in my jeans and sweater for such a high scale restaurant, but at least Gideon was casual as well.
 
   “I can’t believe Gallo’s was that busy tonight,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m sorry for disappointing you about the pizza.”
 
   He reached out grasping my hand. “You didn’t. I’m just as happy to be here, in a quiet place, with you. When I’m in Snowberry, I always eat at The Firebush at least once. They have the best chicken marsala. I can’t get anything close to it in Chicago.”
 
   “I’ve had the kind of day that tells me you’ve been in Snowberry more than you’ve let on. I feel like I’ve been made a fool of. I don’t like that feeling.”
 
   He set his water glass down slowly. “Never a fool, Katie, but I’m not sure what you’re referring to.”
 
   Did I want to argue with him about this? My shoulders slumped and I shook my head a little. Just enjoy the dinner, Kate. 
 
   I cleared my throat before continuing, “The Firebush was a great idea. I’ve been here a few times with clients, but never a time when I could relax and enjoy the meal with a friend.”
 
   “Good, I’m glad you feel like you can relax, but I would still like to know what you’re referring to.”
 
   I shook my head. “I’ve just had one of those days.”
 
   “You’ve had a rough day? Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
   I sipped the sweet red wine he had ordered when we arrived. I was about to answer when a waiter approached, a white towel over his arm. 
 
   “Mr. Armstrong, so good to see you,” he said, shaking Gideon’s hand. 
 
   “It’s been too long, I know.”
 
   “Understandable, sir. My condolences on the loss of your mother; she was a wonderful lady.”
 
   “Thank you, Jet. She always spoke highly of you. I hope your brother is doing well.”
 
   The waiter smiled. “Very well, Gideon. He’s attending school and making friends, finally, thanks to your family. The manager informed me your meal is on the house tonight.”
 
   Gideon nodded once in acknowledgement and then motioned for me to order. 
 
   I looked up at Jet trying to smile confidently, even while feeling very out of my depth. “I’ve heard the chicken marsala here is better than anything. I’ll give that a try.”
 
   Jet nodded. “You won’t be disappointed.” He turned to Gideon. “What will you enjoy this evening?”
 
   “You already know the answer to that, Jet.”
 
   He laughed and rested his arm against his body. “I will hand-deliver your order to the chef. Enjoy the wine.”
 
   I leaned forward over table when he left. “Apparently you’ve been to The Firebush a whole lot more than you’ve let on.”
 
   He grimaced just enough that I knew it was true. 
 
   “Not as much as you’re thinking, but Jet was a special friend to my parents. He’s been working here since he was sixteen - first as a dishwasher, then as a host, and now as a waiter by night and a chef by day. He’s raising his younger brother alone. It’s not easy, especially for a young man Jet’s age, because Lucas has cerebral palsy.”
 
   “So you helped make it easier?” I asked, genuinely curious. 
 
   “My mom did, actually. Lucas used an old run down wheelchair that was too small for him, but Jet couldn’t afford anything else. My mom found them adequate housing, got Lucas a new chair, and helped Jet get into chef school. It was all my mom’s doing, really.”
 
   He waved his hands in front of him trying to downplay the whole thing. I think he wanted me to believe that he didn’t have a hand in any of it. “
 
   I see, but he seems awfully grateful to you as well.”
 
   “I’m a lawyer, you know,” he said, pausing. 
 
   I motioned with my hand for him to finish, “Yes, so…” 
 
   “So he needed some legal advice. I helped him out pro bono and made sure the state couldn’t take Lucas from him. In order to do that we had to prove to the court that his brother was being well cared for and that Jet had a stable income, housing, as well as adequate food.”
 
   “So you made sure he had all of that.”
 
   He waved his hand around. “We all do those kinds of pro bono cases. I’m sure you’ve done a few over the past years.”
 
   “I have, but as a family lawyer I’m surprised a corporate lawyer got all of that done.”
 
   He laughed, sipping his wine, a little more relaxed now that he didn’t feel like I was cross-examining him. “I had some help from a friend. Just like you had some help from a friend to get Rosie’s mom compensation after her car accident.”
 
   My wine glass clanked to the table. “How did you find out about that?”
 
   “It wasn’t hard. I just stopped in to Kiss’s Café for breakfast this morning. Rosie was there with her mom, Diane. She saw me and invited me to eat breakfast with them. Snowberry is such a friendly town.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. Sure, that was it. She was being friendly. “I apologize for anything she may have said.”
 
   “No need. Those ladies tooted your horn very loudly. They told me that angels do walk on the earth, and you and Winifred are two of them.”
 
   I brushed my hand at him. “It’s just what we do in Snowberry. We help each other out. It was no big deal.”
 
   “To those two ladies it was. You made sure Diane was taken care of for the rest of her life; that’s no small act.”
 
   I shrugged, not even knowing what to say. 
 
   “Then Diane went to the ladies room and Rosie really got down to business.”
 
   I moaned and laid my head in my hand. “Like I said, I’m sorry.” My head snapped up and my heart started pounding in my chest. “What did she tell you?” My voice came out strained and anxious. 
 
   He lifted one brow in response. “She told me I’d better be careful with your heart, because it breaks easily.”
 
   Holy hell, that woman was a walking time bomb with my secrets. 
 
   “I’ve been trying to figure out what she means by that all day.”
 
   I squirmed in my seat. “Who knows what’s happening in Rosie’s little matchmaking mind. She thinks you’re cute.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s what she was thinking. She was angry at me about the incident in Hawaii, even though you told her the rest of the story. She said, and I quote, ‘I’ll hunt you down and knee you in the privates if you so much as harm a hair on her head.’ End quote.” He was smiling like he found all of this humorous, but I was not finding it humorous at all. 
 
   My heart kept pounding, which was a clear sign I had a very serious problem. I held up my finger and bent over to the floor, pretending to dig in my purse. I coughed hard twice, thankful when I felt the rhythm slow again. 
 
   “Are you okay down there?” he asked.
 
   I looked up, knocking my head on the table. “Ouch!” I cried, rubbing the spot on my head. When I opened my eyes, he was kneeling next to me. 
 
   “You really are having a bad day, aren’t you?” he asked very seriously. I nodded, a few tears brimming at my lashes. 
 
   He hugged me and I was thankful we were in a secluded part of the restaurant when he started rubbing the sore spot on my head. “First your knee, now your head. Should I ask Jet for some ice?”
 
   I pulled away from the awkward hug and motioned for him to sit. “I’m okay. I’ll just have more wine.”
 
   I picked up the glass and tossed the contents back, not unhappy when he refilled it immediately. 
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   Gideon
 
    
 
   I had my arm around her as we walked toward her apartment. I left my rental car behind the law firm, hurrying her towards the side door to avoid being exposed for too long. I was hoping she would let me hang around for a while again this evening. It would cut down on the amount of time I had to spend in a cold car watching her apartment. The texts were coming almost hourly now and I could think of no other way to keep her safe until Graham figured out whom this nut was, without involving the local police. 
 
   “I can’t believe you live in Snowberry and haven’t been inside the new hotel.”
 
   She looked up at me and smiled, the wine relaxing her enough that she wasn’t jumping every time I spoke. Thankfully, she wasn’t crying anymore either.
 
   “I haven’t had a reason to. It’s only been open for a few months, but from what I hear, it’s a fantastic place.”
 
   “If by fantastic you mean state of the art with every amenity, including a balcony overlooking Snowberry Lake, and my own private fireplace, then yes, it’s fantastic.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll have to find a reason to check it out,” she whispered, stopping by the door to dig out her key. I kept my hand on her back and she turned to me. “Did I tell you that Hank wants to meet Monday morning at seven thirty?”
 
   “No, but he did. That’s fine with me. I’ll stay the weekend here.”
 
   She waved her hand at me, “You don’t have to. I mean you have a helicopter, so I’m sure you could come and go as you please.”
 
   I laughed softly. “So Hank told you about the helo, did he?”
 
   “Hank told me a lot of things, Gideon.”
 
   “I expected he would. I was going to ask you how the meeting went, but didn’t want to aggravate you further.”
 
   She laughed snidely at me. “I’m not aggravated.”
 
   “Really? Is that why we’ve been standing here for three minutes trying to unlock the door?” 
 
   I held my hand out for the key. She placed it calmly in my palm with no smart aleck comeback like I expected. I unlocked the door and helped her in, pleased when she didn’t insist I leave her at the bottom of the stairs. She took my hand as we walked to her apartment in silence. She let me into the small space, shrugging out of her coat then held her hand out for mine. 
 
   I handed it over slowly. “Am I staying?” I asked, the coat hooked on one finger. 
 
   “If you want to. I don’t have Netflix, but I have an extensive movie collection.”
 
   I held the coat out as answer and she hung it next to hers. I didn’t mind, that meant when I put it on again it would smell like her, and I was already addicted to that scent. She moved about easily in the small space and I enjoyed the time we were spending together. The longer I stayed here, the less time I had to spend in my car. It was necessary to protect her, and since I got her into this mess, it was my responsibility to keep her safe. At least until Sebastian could get here from Chicago to give me some backup. 
 
   “Earth to Gideon.”
 
   I looked up and Kate was standing in of me, frowning. 
 
   “Sorry, I was thinking about how great you look in that sweater. I didn’t hear what you said.”
 
   I had to bite back a laugh when she rolled her eyes. 
 
   “I’ll have to put this one on my list as ‘hides thick waist well’ then, since that’s what you’re saying,” she said as comment on the way by me to the living room. 
 
   I caught her upper arm to hold her in place. “No, that’s not what I’m saying. What I’m saying is that it hugs you perfectly and has been torturing me all night. I don’t believe I said anything about your waist. But now that you brought it up, you’ve lost weight since I last saw you. Is everything okay?”
 
   She wrenched her arm free and shook her head at me. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. You know your way out. I’m going to bed.”
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   I leaned both hands on the counter and closed my eyes. Why does my mouth constantly get me in trouble with this woman? I counted to ten once, then did it again for good measure, while I prayed for guidance. 
 
   You have to think before you speak, Gideon.
 
   Lord, I was trying. I’m worried that she lost the weight because of me.
 
   You should have said that instead then.
 
   She didn’t give me a chance! She’s always jumping to the wrong conclusion.
 
   Why do you think that is?
 
   Because I hurt her. I get that, but I’m trying to regain her trust.
 
   Ahhh, my child, that is your problem. You never had her trust. You never had anything of hers, except her heart.
 
   I never had her heart. We spoke for mere minutes that night. All she was willing to give me was her body.
 
   If you’re so sure about that, why are you standing in her apartment worrying about her safety? Why did you pray for so many months that I give you a second chance with her?
 
   I don’t know the answer to that question. If I did, I wouldn’t be standing here begging for guidance, again.
 
   I will tell you why, Gideon, but then you must do the rest. You will be the one who fixes Kate’s heart. You didn’t meet that night by chance. You met that night by fate, my fate. You met because soul mates are destined to be together. You were right when you said then wasn’t your time. It’s your job to make sure this time you seize the moment.
 
   I nodded my understanding. I will do everything I can. Lord, can I just ask one thing?
 
   Gideon…
 
   I know, but this doesn’t have anything to do with me, and everything to do with her. Please keep her safe. I don’t know who is after me, but I don’t want her hurt because of it.
 
   Son, you do your job and I’ll do mine.
 
   I opened my eyes and felt the turmoil fade. We were going to be okay. All I had to do was figure out how to show her that. 
 
   I heard a click and looked up. She stood in the doorway of her bedroom with her hair down around her shoulders, a long nightshirt on, with flannel sleep pants under that. There was a light on in her bedroom that shined from behind to make her hair glisten.
 
   I looked at my watch, surprised to see I had been standing there for twenty minutes. 
 
   She pointed at the cupboard. “I forgot to take my pills.”
 
   “Katie, I’m sorry,” I said, but she held up her hand as she took a bottle of water from her fridge. She swallowed a handful of pills and I finally put my hand on her shoulder. 
 
   “I asked because I was worried about you, no other reason.”
 
   “Or because you felt guilty that I lost weight because of what you said.”
 
   “Yeah, that did cross my mind,” I admitted, massaging her shoulder. 
 
   “Don’t flatter yourself, Gideon. My weight loss has nothing to do with you.”
 
   She tried to get away, but with a little coaxing, I convinced her to let me hug her. “Does the weight loss have anything to do with those pills you just swallowed?”
 
   I felt her shoulders deflate and I did a mental forehead slap. I really am the dumbest man on the face of the earth. 
 
   “I meant, are you sick,” I clarified, lest she think I thought she was taking pills to lose weight. 
 
   She didn’t answer, so I kept hugging her. The room was silent except for our breathing. My arms were around her back and it was taking everything I had in me to keep from thinking about the fact that she wasn’t wearing a bra under her thin cotton nightshirt. Being this close to her was going to make any excitement that started to grow very evident. I heard a click and pulled back a little. 
 
   “Shhhh,” I said, putting my fingers to my lips and waited. I heard it again. “Did you hear that click?”
 
   She nodded her head and I cocked my ear again, listening. In the silence of the room, I heard it coming from her. 
 
   “You’re clicking.”
 
   She took my hand pulling me over to the sofa, sitting down. I sat with her and she patted her chest with her hand. 
 
   “The click is here. Listen.”
 
   I laid my ear on her chest. Sure enough I heard a click within her heartbeat. I lifted my head again to search her face. 
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “It’s my prosthetic heart valve, Gideon. That’s why I take the pills.”
 
   I sat up and took her hand, kissing it. “Is that why you’ve been losing weight?”
 
   “Have you really noticed that I lost weight or are you just saying that?”
 
   I shook my head. “Not just saying that. I noticed right away. I mean you weren’t overweight the last time I saw you, but your face has changed and you seem almost, I don’t know, just smaller all over.”
 
   She looked down at our hands on my lap. “At first, after we got back from Hawaii, I decided I was going to start dieting and lose some weight. I was still harboring the freshman fifteen from college, and being so short it wasn’t easy to hide. The problem was I couldn’t stop eating. I was hungry all the time, but to my surprise, the weight started coming off anyway. Soon I had lost the fifteen plus ten. I was confused and scared, so I went to see my cardiologist, Dr. Sawyer. She did some tests and told me my heart was working so hard to pump the blood through my body that I was burning calories as fast as I ate them.” 
 
   “You have a cardiologist?” I asked, tipping her chin up. I could tell she didn’t want to tell me any of this. Her face was always an open book and I could read everything she was feeling. “It’s okay, doll face. Be open with me. That’s how we get to know each other.”
 
   She leaned her head back against the cushions to stare at the ceiling. “Dr. Sawyer has been my cardiologist since I was a baby. I was born with an extremely messed up heart.”
 
   “Messed up?” I asked, trying to understand. 
 
   “Holes in my heart, the arteries were in the wrong places and the valves were too tight to let enough blood pass through them. Four open heart surgeries later, an artificial pulmonary valve when I was sixteen, and things were good for about ten years.”
 
   “But now?”
 
    “Now I’ve developed new problems. When she did the work-up she found I was in right heart failure, which is why I was so tired all the time, and losing weight. She changed my medications, which seemed to fix the problem, mostly. I saw her yesterday for a follow-up appointment and she started me on a new medication. She said I should give it two months to see if it helps.”
 
   “Helps what? The weight loss? I‘m confused.”
 
   “No, the weight loss has evened off, but there’s a new problem. My heart races when I get scared or overexert myself. Sometimes it just does it for no reason at all. She tells me there’s a problem with the electrical conduction of my heart.  I have a kind of tachycardia that people with my cardiac issues can develop. If the medication helps, great, then I can stay on it.”
 
   “And if it doesn’t?” I asked, certain there was more to the story.
 
   “If it doesn’t then she will have to do more invasive tests to determine the reason for it and then possibly surgery.”
 
   “Maybe you should have the tests now?” I asked. 
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t have great insurance and any testing, and subsequent treatment, could cost me upwards of ten grand out of pocket. Right now I’m okay with trying the medication.”
 
   I took her hand and held it to my chest. “Promise me you aren’t going to ignore a problem because of money. I have money. I’ll pay for the treatment.”
 
   She smiled tenderly at me, like she was seeing me in a new light. “Thank you, it means a lot that you would offer that without hesitating. I’m not ignoring the problem, that’s why I started the medication. When you have a heart with as many issues as mine, you start small and work your way up. Sometimes I can buy an extra six months before I have to have a procedure done. That can change the picture of how my heart functions again and the rules change.”
 
   “That makes sense. I’m sorry. I had no idea you were dealing with any of this. You said you have heart failure. Will you eventually need a heart transplant?”
 
   She chuckled. “God willing, no. It’s not as if my heart will give out, Gideon. It’s learning how to treat a heart that isn’t like anyone else’s. As long as I take my medications and continue under Dr. Sawyer’s care, it will pump for a good long time.”
 
   I rubbed her face and leaned forward, kissing her soft lips gently, for no more than a few seconds. “I knew you were unique the moment I met you.”
 
   She kept her eyes locked with mine. “That’s why, that night in Hawaii, I seemed drunker than I should have been after having only a few drinks. I don’t drink because one of the medications I take thins my blood. If I drink too much alcohol that makes it even thinner which, for obvious reasons, isn’t a good thing. Apparently I didn’t care what happened to me that night, and here we are.”
 
   “No wonder…” I whispered.
 
   She cocked her head. “What?” 
 
   I leaned forward to kiss her. “Nothing, just kiss me.”
 
   Her lips came down on mine and I reached for her, pulling her to me. I heard His words run through my mind again. Your job is to fix her heart. I’m going to fix it, Lord. I’m also going to win it.
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   Kate
 
    
 
   Saturday mornings in Snowberry are usually bustling, even when it’s cold and blustery. The weatherman kept predicting snow, but it seemed to stall out over the Dakotas. With any luck, it would die off before it got to us, but I wasn’t holding my breath. 
 
   Today’s main event in Snowberry was the snowmobile race held on the lake. Everyone was going. Well, everyone but me. I have no desire to stand out in the cold and watch snowmobiles jump over holes of open water while spectators cheer. Maybe something is wrong with me, but I don’t find that entertaining. 
 
   What I do find entertaining is hanging out with Gideon, the way we did last night. We watched movies, ate popcorn, sipped wine, laughed, talked, and stole kisses. He lay on the couch, his head on my chest for the longest time. When I asked him why, his answer made my heart ache. He told me he liked to listen to my heartbeat. It was unique, he said, completely different from any other heartbeat he had ever heard. When I tried to push him away, he convinced my lips that those words were a compliment, not an insult. 
 
   I couldn’t explain to myself why I second-guessed everything he said, and why I jump all over him when he asks a simple question. I want to say it’s because of what happened in Hawaii, but that event had faded so much over the past months I barely remember any of it. If I was honest with myself, I knew the answer. I was pushing him away because I was trying not to like him. Being angry with him was easier than investing any part of my soul in him. 
 
   Chances are it’s far too late for that, because I didn’t want him to leave last night. It was so late by the time we finished an old Carey Grant flick that we turned the TV off and fell asleep on the sofa, together. It was strictly platonic, if cuddled together on a small sofa with his hand resting at the edge of my breast is platonic. All I know is I haven’t slept that well in, well, ever. I was sad to let him go this morning, but I would be seeing him later for lunch. 
 
   I picked up a block of cheese and contemplated buying it. Maybe I should invite him over for dinner. I can make a mean chicken parmesan. Paired with the right bottle of wine, it might be better than The Firebush even. At least we could eat it naked in my bed, if we wanted to. I scolded myself immediately. You promised Winifred you would keep your pants on this weekend! Now, finish your grocery shopping and stop thinking about Gideon.
 
   “It’s my favorite. Definitely worth the price.”
 
   I looked up from the hunk of cheese to find Flynn Steele leaning on his cart. 
 
   “Hi, Flynn. Sorry I was just thinking about what to make for dinner.”
 
   “It must be a serious meal the way you’re pondering that cheese.” He laughed easily and I tried not to bristle. Chances are Freddie told him about Gideon. Now he was going to tell me how bad an idea it was to hang out with him, too. 
 
   I shrugged and put the cheese in my basket. “You know how it is at the grocery store.”
 
   “So many choices you can never decide what to buy if you don’t bring a list. Right?”
 
   I nodded as I looked up and down the aisle for his wife. 
 
   “Freddie is in the bathroom. Seems she’s always in the bathroom now. Guess that was a sign we missed, huh?”
 
   I smiled a little, but still didn’t look at him. I focused on the end of the aisle, over his shoulder, hoping I could escape before Freddie came back out.
 
    “She feels terrible about yesterday, Kate. She didn’t mean to upset you.”
 
   I shrugged. “I know she’s emotional right now. Whatever, I’ll survive. Talk to you later, Flynn.”
 
   I went to move around him, but he grabbed the handles of my basket. “She might be emotional, but that isn’t an excuse for being rude. You’ve always been the one to hold her hand to the fire about that, so why aren’t you doing it now?”
 
    “Because I don’t want to argue with her about something she doesn’t understand. Heck, I don’t even understand it. All I know is, I like Gideon Armstrong, and regardless of what he did in the past, he deserves a second chance to make it right. People in this town gave her a chance to make things right. I had hoped she, of all people, would understand that. I guess I was wrong.”
 
   “No, you weren’t wrong,” Freddie said from behind me and my shoulders slumped. “Once I got a lecture from my husband, and had time to think about it, I came to the same conclusion. Growing up, you were always the one willing to give someone a second chance, so I shouldn’t be surprised that you’re willing to do the same with Gideon. I just don’t want you to get hurt again.”
 
   I turned slowly and held the basket between us. “In order to get hurt I would have to let him into my heart. That’s a big assumption you’re making, Freddie.”
 
   She shrugged one shoulder. “I know you, Kate. He’s already in your heart. We both know it, but that doesn’t mean I have the right to act like your mother. I’m supposed to be your friend, so please forgive me for acting inappropriately. I’m worried about you.”
 
   I moved the basket to my side to give her an awkward hug. “Apology accepted, but don’t worry about me, please. I don’t have smoke in my eyes about him.”
 
   “That I know. I’m worried about your heart, physically.”
 
   Flynn reached out and took Freddie’s hand, tucking her under his arm. “She’s been worried all night.”
 
   “Great. Now I feel bad. I told you I was fine. That should be enough.”
 
   “I looked up the name of that drug on the internet. WebMD said it’s for arrhythmias. You’ve never had that problem before.”
 
   I glanced up and down the aisle, wishing someone, anyone, would need to get to the cheese display. There wasn’t a soul in sight. 
 
   I resigned myself to having this conversation in the dairy aisle of the grocery store. “You know how this past summer I had a lot of problems and Dr. Sawyer was concerned?” She nodded. “After changing my medications she was able to get the size of my heart back to a normal size, but I started having tachycardia with exertion. She’s trying the medication you saw yesterday for eight weeks to see if it helps.”
 
   “And if it doesn’t?”
 
   “If it doesn’t then she wants to go in and look around, maybe do an ablation of the rhythm internally.”
 
   Flynn put his hand on my shoulder. “Is that safe, with your heart like it is?”
 
   “I haven’t talked to her about it much yet, but she would do it at Mayo. You know I have the utmost confidence in her. Hopefully the medication works and that’s all there is to it.”
 
   Freddie looked even more worried now than when she first arrived. I took her hand and lowered one eyebrow, trying my best to give her my lawyer glare. 
 
   “You can’t be worrying about this; do you hear me?”
 
   “I hear you, but you never tell the truth about how you’re feeling, so I’m worried you’ve left something out that is important to the story.”
 
   I held up three fingers like a Girl Scout. “On my honor, I have told the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help me God.”
 
   She stuck her tongue out at me and I laughed, hugging her again. “I should finish picking up what I need. Are you guys going to the snowmobile races?”
 
   Both of them raised a different side of their nose until they were symmetrical. 
 
   “No, we’re picking up dinner then plan to read a book or do anything other than watch snowmobile racing,” Flynn said. 
 
   I held my fist out and he bumped it. “So glad I’m not alone in how I feel about that sport.” I rubbed the lines by Freddie’s eyes a little. “Maybe you should catch a nap, too. You look tired.”
 
   “It seems like all I do is sleep, but I will, nap that is. I love you, Kate. I don’t want to lose you.” She said the last sentence desperately and I could see tears in her eyes. 
 
   I set the basket down to give her a full, tight, best friend hug.  I looked up at Flynn and he looked as concerned as I felt. I mouthed, ‘She’s okay’ to him, while I patted her back. “Hey, I’m not going anywhere. I promise. You’ll be sick of me by the time you have this baby. Don’t worry, please.”
 
   I wondered as I stood in my hometown grocery store, whether that was a promise I should make.
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   I slid into the car and heaved a sigh of frustration. I left the store empty-handed except for a block of cheddar cheese and a bottle of red wine. My encounter with Freddie left me feeling out of sorts and the last thing I wanted to do was finish grocery shopping. What I wanted the most was to see Gideon again, so I could talk to him about what just happened. That wasn’t a good sign. It meant Freddie was right. He was already in my heart. It meant I was falling for the guy who was ten years older than me and ten times, make that ten million times, richer than me. He was crazy handsome, and last night I got a refresher course in how tight his physique really is. He’s everything I’m not, and that doesn’t bode well for this to turn into anything, but heartache. Whatever ‘this’ is.
 
   I heard a knock on the window. I looked up from the steering wheel, still holding the cheese and wine in my hands. Gideon was giving me the oddest look. I put the food on the other seat and rolled down the window. 
 
   “Hey, everything okay?” 
 
   “Of course, why wouldn’t they be?”
 
   One side of his mouth went up in a smile. He pointed at the passenger seat. “You’ve been sitting there holding cheese in your hand for five minutes. Aren’t you cold?”
 
   “Come to think of it, I am. What are you doing here?” I asked, turning the car over so I could crank up the heat. 
 
   “I walked to the café for breakfast and decided to stop at the store for a bottle of wine on the way back to the hotel. Looks like great minds think alike.”
 
   “Liquid courage,” I mumbled.
 
   He leaned in. “Courage for what, Katie?” he whispered-asked. I bit my bottom lip, best not to answer that question right now. 
 
   “Do you want a ride back to the hotel? You can be my reason to check the place out.”
 
   His face broke into a full smile and he scooted around the hood of the car to the passenger door. He set the cheese and wine on his lap then buckled his belt.  
 
   “Do you want to come up to my room?” he asked.
 
   I felt my eyes widen a little. He must have noticed, because he put his hand over mine on the gear shifter and flashed me an encouraging smile. 
 
   “Just to see the hotel, honey, nothing more. We could have lunch in the restaurant if you wish. Heck, you can even watch the snowmobile races from my balcony.”
 
   I backed out of the parking space and aimed the car towards the lake. “You have a balcony.”
 
   “Yes, along with a fireplace, whirlpool tub, and one of those king sized beds that you sink down into.”
 
   “I guess my sofa was miserable in comparison.”
 
   I felt his knuckles on my cheek as I drove. I hated that I loved the way it felt. 
 
   “While there was no comparison between your sofa and that bed, it’s not about the comfort. Well, maybe it is, all I know is I would spend every night on that tiny sofa with you versus another night alone in that super comfy one.”
 
   I fought against the smile that wanted to take over my face. “Are you trying to sweet talk me?”
 
   He dropped his hand back to mine on the gearshift again. “No, but I promised to be honest with you about how I feel, right?”
 
   “You did?” I asked, my head swiveling to his direction for just a second. “I don’t remember that promise.”
 
   “Maybe it was a promise I made to myself then. Regardless, it’s how I feel.”
 
   I put the signal light on and turned left into the parking lot of the new hotel, Lakeshore Inn. The name wasn’t very original, but the building sure was. It was a modern day log cabin on steroids. The exterior was ornately beautiful and made you feel like you were about to be spoiled. I put the car in park and stared straight ahead at the building. 
 
   “Did I say something wrong?” he asked when I didn’t move after a few minutes.
 
   “I’m scared,” I said quietly.
 
   I could see him nodding from the corner of my eye. “What are you scared of?” 
 
   “So many things, Gideon. I shouldn’t be, because I’m a grown woman, but I am. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut and felt his hand on my knee. 
 
   When you are afraid; trust in me. You should be honest with him. He deserves that much.
 
   I heard the words whispered in my ear. I knew they weren’t from Gideon. 
 
   I kept my eyes closed and took a deep breath. “To start, I’m afraid of going up to your room and having something happen that I really want to happen, but not sure should happen.”
 
    “You really want to have lunch, but you aren’t sure you should have lunch?” he asked and I smiled. “Because that’s all I had in mind when I extended the invitation. Lunch, and maybe watching some of those fools jumping snowmobiles over the lake.”
 
   I looked at him from the corner of my eye. I could see he was being sincere. “In that case, let’s go have lunch.”
 
   He climbed out of the car. I swear I saw him do a fist bump in the rearview mirror as he walked behind the car. I handed him the cheese and the wine when he opened my door, then took his hand to get out. 
 
   “We might as well take the wine and cheese up with us, so it doesn’t freeze in the car.”
 
   He tucked both under one arm and snaked his other hand through my elbow, helping me across the snow-covered parking lot to the front door. 
 
   “It’s alcohol, I don’t think it will freeze, but better safe than sorry.” He winked and held the door open while I went through. I stopped in my tracks when I took in the entryway of the hotel. It looked exactly like a painting of a cabin in the woods. The logs were a deep brown, roughhewn, and plentiful. There were huge chandeliers hanging from the long beams high above us, spilling a homey light upon the high sheen of the wood floor. There were oversized couches and chairs, end tables with lamps, a TV, books, and even a game area for kids. 
 
   “Wow, this place is cool,” I breathed out.
 
   He took my elbow again leading me down a hallway.  “It’s quite unique in a little town like this. I almost wish I had built the place. I’m sure it’s going to be an incredibly popular place for tourists all year round.”
 
   We stopped in front of an elevator. He pushed the up button then hugged me to his side while we waited. 
 
   “The rooms have all the amenities of home. There’s a heated pool and whirlpool on this level and they even have outdoor fire pits for S’more making every night. Families will flock here once the word gets out.”
 
   The elevator lifted us upwards as he stole a long, sweet kiss in the empty car. I was breathing heavier by the time the doors opened and wanted more than anything to have something happen in his room besides lunch. Thankfully, my brain knew that was a bad idea. He tugged me down another hall towards the last room on the floor and inserted his keycard. 
 
   “I suppose you got the penthouse suite?” I asked jokingly.
 
   He turned, his hand pushing the handle down as he spoke. 
 
   “Nope. I went with a basic, quiet room away from the elevator. I might have money, but I don’t spend it unwisely.”
 
   “Which is the reason you have money,” I finished and he winked, ushering me into the room. 
 
   I shrugged out of my coat and hung it on the small rack by the door, glad I had worn something halfway decent out to the grocery store. 
 
   He motioned me into the room. “Don’t be afraid. Make yourself at home.”
 
   He stowed the wine and cheese in a small fridge in the corner. I wandered to the balcony doors that looked out over the lake, impressed by the view. People were already gathering for the afternoon event, lining the shores of the lake. I let the curtain fall when I felt him behind me. He slipped his hands around my waist and held me, his mouth near my ear. 
 
   “I could order up some fruit and crackers to have with the wine and cheese.”
 
   I chuckled and shook my head a little. “That would be fine. I had a not so good day at the grocery store.”
 
   “Want to tell me about it?”
 
   “I ran into Freddie,” I began.
 
   He leaned his cheek against mine. “She doesn’t like me very much, does she?” 
 
   “She doesn’t know you. She knows the guy named Strong who insulted her best friend instead of sleeping with her.” I walked out of his arms over to the bed, sitting on the edge. “I told you last night how she got upset when she found out you were one in the same.”
 
   He nodded while leaning against the wall. He seemed to think getting too close to me was a bad idea. It wasn’t, and wished he would hold me again.
 
   “She apologized and said it wasn’t fair of her to tell me it wasn’t okay to give you a second chance. Everyone deserves a second chance.”
 
   He pushed off the wall and walked over, standing above me. He had my hands in his before I could blink. 
 
   “I’m thankful for your forgiving heart. I’m grateful to have a chance to prove to you that guy you met on the beach isn’t who I am now.”
 
   “You’ve proven that, to me. Freddie is going to take a little bit more convincing.”
 
   “Hmmmm, I don’t think I’ve ever had to win over the best friend in order to date a girl before.”
 
   I laughed. “Don’t feel too bad if you never win her over. Besides, she’s a little emotional right now. She was crying in the aisle before I finally got away from them. That’s why I never finished my shopping. I had to leave for both our sakes.”
 
   “Why was she crying? Did she feel that bad?”
 
   “No, she kind of saw the new pill bottle yesterday when I was at her house, but I refused to explain it to her. She Googled the drug name and found out what it does.”
 
   He grimaced as he brought my hand to his lips for a kiss. “I bet she was frantic.”
 
   “I have to take the blame for that. I was mad at her for telling me I couldn’t keep my pants on around you. I didn’t stop to think about her feelings.”
 
   He barked with laughter before he hugged me to him. “What on earth did she mean by that?”
 
   I lay back on the bed and threw my arms out. “Just that I would finish what we started in Hawaii without thinking about the consequences.”
 
   “I can see where that would make you mad,” he agreed.
 
   “I still shouldn’t have stormed out without putting her fears about my health at rest, but what’s done is done. She understands now that I’m not in any danger.”
 
   “So why didn’t you finish your shopping if she understands?”
 
   “I needed to clear my head more than anything, I guess. I wasn’t sitting in the car staring at cheese. I was sitting in the car trying not to cry. I feel so off kilter. You staying over last night was something I enjoyed more than my brain wants to admit.”
 
   He leaned back on one elbow and lifted one brow at me. “Is your head clear now?”
 
   I rocked it back and forth on the bed. “Anything but. If possible, it’s even cloudier.”
 
   He lowered himself to the bed until he was over me, one hand braced on each side of my head as his lips came towards mine. “Then let me make myself perfectly clear,” he whispered before the sound of my whimpering drowned out the warning bells in my brain.
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   Gideon
 
    
 
   She fit so perfectly in my arms it was hard to believe I ever turned her away. She was perfect for me, and I would fight to the end to make sure she knew it, too. I would fight for her because she was the woman He chose for me. Looking at her right now, I almost believed she knew it, too. She was snuggled under the down comforter, her head on my chest, watching the end of Thor. 
 
   I stroked her hair to keep her relaxed or maybe it was to relieve some of the anxiety I had listening to the snowmobiles outside the hotel. The sound of the motors revving had me at my wits end. I was sure there were hours of the event left to go, which only fueled my agitation. I couldn’t hear anyone who might be sneaking up on us.  Every sound around me was drowned out by the incessant buzzing of the nonsensical machines.
 
   “I think I want to go home. Those engines are driving me mad,” she said as soon as the credits started to roll. 
 
   She sat up and stretched her legs out from under the covers. I rubbed her shoulders as I chuckled. 
 
   “Funny, I was just thinking the exact same thing. You don’t notice how annoying they are until there are twenty of them all racing their engines at once. I hope it ends soon or I might throw open the balcony doors and scream like a madman.”
 
   She giggled and craned her neck to get a kiss. The quick peck I intended to give her turned into a hot exploration of each other’s mouths. It was all too easy to get lost in her when I should be paying attention to the world around me. I kissed down to her neck and pulled her sweater lower, so I could keep kissing. 
 
   “You can come to my apartment. If you want,” she moaned when my tongue trailed her cleavage.
 
   I kissed the pulse that throbbed in her neck. “Oh, I want. I’m just not so sure that it’s smart.”
 
   “Because you don’t want to leave your stuff here with so many people about?” she asked breathlessly.
 
   I took her hand and lowered it to my trousers, where the reason lay. “Because this is what you do to me and I’m trying to be a gentleman.”
 
   My eyes closed automatically when she rubbed across the zipper with the palm of her hand. I moaned audibly, pressing into her hand, aching to make the torture stop. 
 
   “Whatever happens, we are two consenting adults,” she whispered. 
 
   I leaned back and held her face in my hands. “This consenting adult knows how important it is for you to trust him. He also suspects you’re still a virgin, even if you never answered his question.”
 
   She bit her lip and looked away, a tinge of color seeping into her cheeks. “I wish I hadn’t told you that. I’m so embarrassed.”
 
   I brought her chin back until she was looking at me. “Don’t be embarrassed. Being a virgin is nothing to be ashamed of. I respect the hell out of that decision.”
 
   “Honestly, that’s the reason I’ve never been with a man. I’m ashamed of my body. I never found a man I trusted enough to show it to.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said, trying to soothe her. She moved away from me, her body stiff as I tried to rub her shoulder. I didn’t like the distance between us. 
 
   “My body isn’t that of a super model, Gideon.”
 
   “It doesn’t have to be,” I insisted.
 
   “You can’t deny that women are bombarded with that message day in and day out,” she said, her voice fierce and angry. I nodded my head in agreement, afraid to speak and have her decide not to finish. “There’s no way I can be a super model. Logically I know that, but emotionally it’s not so logical. I have scars I can’t hide. My chest isn’t symmetrical, which I also can’t hide. Well, I suppose unless I lost my virginity in the dark, or in the dark in the water.”
 
   I sighed when I saw where this was going. 
 
   “The only reason you got my clothes off that night is because I was drunk.”
 
   “If you had been sober you wouldn’t have gone with me.”
 
   She pulled her knees up to her chest and hugged them. “I was messed up that night. I’m probably lucky you came along or I might have walked into the water, and disappeared for good.”
 
   “You were serious about that?” I asked, rubbing her back. 
 
   She shook her head then shrugged. “No, I was just really messed up emotionally. Sometimes alcohol clouds our better judgment.”
 
   “Why were you messed up emotionally?”
 
   Her chin came down to rest on her knees. “Freddie was married, so Flynn had officially taken over my job as Freddie’s protector. Suddenly I had nothing in my life but my work. I had no one who needed me. I had no family and no prospects for a steady relationship.”
 
   She looked so sad that it broke my heart. I wondered how I could care about this woman so much in such a short amount of time. 
 
   “But you see now that’s not true, right? I mean you were the one who had to take care of her just the other day. Flynn wasn’t who she wanted, she wanted you.”
 
   She nodded her head against her knees. “While everything has changed, I know that she and I will always need each other. Like I said, I was just really emotional that night.”
 
   “Then, when you did reveal yourself to me, I totally stomped all over any trust you may ever have in any man.”
 
   She barely nodded this time and a tear ran down her cheek. “Yup,” she said so softly I could barely hear it. “I haven’t gone out with anyone in eleven months. I tell Freddie I’m dating, but just go to bed with all the lights off. I’m darn good at making up stories about the dates I went on. Maybe I should write a book.”
 
   Heart officially broken. 
 
   “Is there anything I can say to you right now to make what I said all those months ago disappear?” I asked, desperate for anything to lessen the sadness on her face. 
 
   “You didn’t say anything that wasn’t true, Gideon. That’s the hard part. No matter what, I will always be those things, because of my heart. I try, but sometimes no matter how much will you have, you can’t change nature.”
 
   “Personally, I like your heart. You have so much of it that sometimes I think that’s why it breaks so easily. I just wish I hadn’t been the one to do it.”
 
   “You didn’t mean to,” she said, “right?”
 
   I shook my head and turned her whole body to face me. “You know the answer to that question. If I had a rewind button, you can bet I would take us back to that night and do things so much differently. While that’s my wish, I know I can’t take back what I said.” I rubbed my thumb across her soft jaw and caught a tear, wiping it away. “I know I can tell you those words weren’t true until I’m blue in the face and you will still doubt what I say, so I have to show you. I have to show you that I respect you, your feelings, and your body. In order to do that I have to keep my desires in check while I convince you I’m the right guy for you. That I’m worthy of your trust.”
 
   I didn’t give her a chance to answer, just pulled her into me for a hug, rubbing her back up and down until she relaxed and the tension left her shoulders. I was getting a taste of the pain she’s lived with for the last year. It was bitter, that was for sure. 
 
   She took a deep breath, nodding at me as I smiled down at her, like she understood exactly what I was feeling, and she agreed.
 
   I stood slowly, giving her a second to renege on her offer to take me home with her. She didn’t, so I grabbed my backpack, throwing some clothes and shaving kit in it. She watched me earnestly and when I was done, I took her coat off the hook by the door, holding it out to her to slip on. 
 
   “I’m going to take you up on your offer to stay at your apartment. This noise is really something.”
 
   She buttoned the coat to the neck, pulling her stocking cap on. “I’m not sure the management took the noise into account when they decided to hold the event. You need to mention how unpleasant it was when you check out.”
 
   I shrugged into my parka, hiking my backpack over my shoulder so I could pick up my briefcase. “You really think so?”
 
   I opened the door and surveyed the hall then motioned her out. We walked to the elevator as if the hounds of hell were after us, while I kept an eye on all the room doors. She probably thought I was being pushy, but the less time we spent trapped in a hallway the better. Once safely inside the elevator, I breathed an outward sigh, even if we still had to get to the car. Chances were good whoever was out for me wasn’t going to try anything in front of all these people. 
 
   “I would want to know if I was the management and the guests found the whole experience unpleasant,” she said. I wondered if she had been talking this whole time and I hadn’t noticed.
 
   I kissed her temple and agreed, keeping her next to me tightly as we walked out the front door towards her car. She got in the driver’s side and started the engine while I stowed my bags on the backseat. Nothing looked amiss as I buckled the seatbelt and she put the older, but very well maintained, Honda into drive and headed back through town to the law office. 
 
   “It looks like you’ve taken very good care of this car,” I said conversationally. 
 
   She shrugged. “It was my mom’s and since it was paid for I decided to keep it. If you hadn’t noticed, Snowberry isn’t very big. It doesn’t get a lot of miles put on it every year.”
 
   I looked out the window at the Main Street and smiled. “No, I suppose it doesn’t. I bet you ride a bike in the summer and leave this parked, right?”
 
   She looked at me as she pulled into her parking space. “How did you know that?”
 
   “Lucky guess?” 
 
   I repeated the advance to the side door of the firm after I helped her from the car. It was unusually dark and I pointed up at the light above the door. 
 
   “Isn’t that usually on?” I asked, a trickle of apprehension going down my spine. 
 
   She shrugged. “Bulb probably burned out. I’ll have Cagle fix it next week.”
 
   It was time to get out of the alley, so I took the key and went to insert it in the lock, but the door swung open. 
 
   “That’s weird. I know I locked the door.”
 
   I pushed her to the side and got right next to her ear before whispering, “I’m going to check the vestibule. If it’s empty, we will approach your apartment carefully.”
 
   “Maybe we should call the police,” she whispered, her eyes wide.
 
   I gave my head one shake and pulled a small revolver from the inside of my pants pocket.
 
   “Oh my lord, you have a gun?” she hissed, instinctively stepping back.
 
   “It’s okay, I have a license.” I held my finger to my lips then pushed the door open slowly. I swung the gun around the postage stamp sized vestibule. There was no one there, so I motioned her in, holding my finger to my lips. I checked the door to the law office, which was still locked. I breathed a small sigh of relief. I expected whoever this was would stick to her personal space. 
 
   We climbed the stairs to the apartment together. At the top I motioned her to the side of the door again. “Wait here.”
 
   The apartment was quiet, only a small light shining in the darkened room. It was just enough light to tell me the whole game had just changed.
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   I had a decision to make. Leave her out there exposed to this nut job or bring her in here and hope he had already left. I pulled her in the door and closed it, holding my finger to my lips. 
 
   “Stay here,” I whispered. She nodded her head quickly, fear spiraling out of control in them. 
 
   I made quick work of checking the small space, making sure whoever had been here was long gone. I tucked the gun back in my pocket as I ran back to where she stood, frozen in place. 
 
   I held her eyes. “I need you to listen to me. Don’t interrupt and don’t freak out, okay?”
 
   She nodded, but I knew she could see the tossed room from the doorway. I tried to keep her eyes focused on mine. “It appears someone was here.”
 
   “I don’t understand what is going on.”
 
   I could feel her shaking under my hands as I held her shoulders. I hugged her tightly, trying to offer comfort. “It’s okay. I’m going to take care of you,” I promised. “Someone has been sending me weird stalker-like texts. They started in Chicago and we believed leaving town would make it end. Out of sight out of mind, so to say. It appears that’s not the case because they found me again. Whoever it is always knows whom I’m with and what I’m doing. They send me texts, but by the time I can get Sebastian to trace the number the phone is long gone.”
 
   “Why? Who would want to hurt you?”
 
   “I don’t know the answer to that yet. I’ve made my fair share of enemies in the business world. It could be anyone, but I’m inclined to believe it has to do with a recent resort buyout. I have my assistant Graham doing legwork in Chicago, but we’re getting nowhere fast.”
 
   “So you lied to me about why you’re really in Snowberry.”
 
   I moved her away from the door a little. “No, I didn’t lie. I had to come here to get the pharmacy squared away; you know that part is true. Not telling you about the texts wasn’t a lie. I honestly believed coming here would be the end of it. What you’re about to see tells me it isn’t.”
 
   She pushed me aside, walking farther into apartment. She took in the living room strewn with couch cushions, books, CDs and movies. She was heading for the bedroom and I held my breath when she walked into the room. There was a small lamp on next to the bed and when she saw the message, she froze. 
 
   I grabbed her waist as she started to sway. “I’m going to keep you safe.”
 
   “This isn’t good, Gideon.”
 
   I took in the blood soaked bed. Someone had used fake blood to make the shape of a man and a woman lying on the sheet. There was a knife stuck in the pillow with the words, ‘I’m coming for you’, written in blood below it. 
 
   She sagged into me. “Why does someone want to hurt me? Just because they’ve seen me with you?” 
 
   I turned her around to face me. “They want to hurt me. They think they can accomplish that by hurting you.”
 
   “Would they?” she asked and I cocked my head in question. “Hurt you by hurting me?”
 
   I hugged her trembling body to mine, “Yes, very much so. I couldn’t live with myself if you were hurt because of me. This is proof that it’s time we go someplace more secure, Katie. We need to head back to Chicago until my team of investigators can figure this out.”
 
   “Your team of investigators?” she asked then shook her head. “Forget it, we need to call the police.”
 
   She reached for her phone and I took it from her hand. I checked her settings, making sure the ‘Find my iPhone’ was off, then shut it down and stowed it in my pocket.
 
   “Hey! Give me my phone!” She was grabbing for my pocket like a child trying to get her favorite toy. 
 
   I held her arms. “Focus here for me, Katie. I don’t know that he has your phone number, but it wouldn’t be hard to get. I don’t want him to know where we’re heading, so the phone has to stay off, got it?”
 
   She wrenched out of my arms. “I’m not going anywhere with you!”
 
   “Okay, Katie, calm down. Let me show you something.”
 
   I opened the texts on my own phone, handing it to her to read. I knew the moment she saw herself in the photos. 
 
   “He thinks we’re a couple?”
 
   “I believe that’s the impression he has.”
 
   “But we aren’t!” she exclaimed, the phone hitting the carpet when it slipped from her hands. 
 
   She looked at it and a tear escaped from one eye. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”
 
   “Shhh, it’s going to be okay. I need you to trust me. Do you trust me?”
 
   Her eyes were wide as she contemplated my request. 
 
   “I think we should call the police,” she said again. 
 
   “How many officers does Snowberry have?”
 
   “We have one full-time and two part-time. Why does that matter?”
 
   “That’s not enough manpower to protect you from this guy. Whoever it is clearly has a vendetta against me. The bed should tell you that.” I motioned at the display again. When I looked back, she had her lip caught between her teeth. “If you come with me, I’ll keep you safe until this gets straightened out. I’m sure it won’t take more than a couple of days and then I’ll personally bring you back to Snowberry, but you have to trust me right now.”
 
   She looked at the phone on the floor again. “Are you a bad guy? Am I just running off with the bad guy?”
 
   I held her hands together and kissed her knuckles. “I’m not a bad guy, no matter what this person thinks. You know down deep I’m not a bad guy; don’t you?”
 
   She nodded, her face scared. “I’m afraid, Gideon.”
 
   “When I am afraid, I will trust in you.”
 
   A look crossed her face and her chin trembled slightly. 
 
   “Psalm 56:3,” she whispered.
 
   I nodded. “It’s running through my head right now because I’m scared, too. I’m afraid he’s going to hurt you and that scares me more than dying myself.”
 
   I watched the war going on inside her. As anxious as I was to get on the move, I waited as she tried to wrap her head around what was happening. “Would it help if we called my head investigator? He could fill you in on what he knows already, but we can’t stay here much longer. If this nut is triangulating my phone, he knows we’re here. Tell me now if you want to talk to Sebastian.”
 
   I held a new phone in my hand I had pulled from my pocket. When she nodded, I flipped it open to dial. 
 
   “What’s that?” she asked, motioning at the old flip phone. 
 
   “It’s a burn phone. I bought it at the hardware store this morning. I won’t make calls on that phone anymore.”
 
   To prove my point, I pulled the SIM from the Samsung and took the necessary steps to wipe the phone back to factory settings before powering it down. I tucked the SIM in my pocket before I hit a speed dial preset on the small burn phone. 
 
   “Lone Wolf Security,” the caller answered. 
 
   I asked for Sebastian, tapping my foot for what I thought would be a long wait. Instead, in a matter of seconds, he was on the line. 
 
   “It’s too soon to know anything yet, Gideon,” he said as a greeting. “I’m doing the best I can with what little bit of information I have. I still think you need to get out of that town and get back here to Chicago.”
 
   “There’s been a development,” I answered in response and he waited while I explained. 
 
   “You have to get out of there now. Is Katie with you?”
 
   “I’m right here,” she whispered, unsure of herself, and very frightened. 
 
   “Get out of there as quickly as possible. Go to the helo. I made sure it’s gassed and ready. Do you have the satellite phone?”
 
   “Yes, of course, I always do,” I answered.
 
   “Good, pull the SIM card from your main phone and wipe it clean. Leave it at her house then get the hell out of there. I have coordinates to a safe house just before the border of Illinois. There’s an empty field behind an old hotel. I want you to land it there and stay in the room until I get there.”
 
   “How do you know it’s safe?” I asked, taking Katie’s hand. 
 
   “An ex-ranger runs the hotel. I’ve used the place before. No one will get to you there. When you arrive, he will meet you at the helo. His name is Marcus, he’s my brother.”
 
   “How will I know it’s really him?” I asked, motioning for Katie to get a pen and paper. 
 
   “Caucasian, about five six, built, and the left side of his face is scarred. He also has a tattoo on his left hand of the Army Rangers. His safe phrase is, ‘The wolves are hunting tonight’.” When he says it, you’ll know it’s him.”
 
   “Got it. We’re moving in less than five,” I promised.
 
   “This is a new line. Is it secure?” 
 
   “It’s a burn phone from the hardware store, just turned it on, so it’s secure.”
 
   “I’ll text you the coordinates for the hotel, then pull the battery and drop it in the snow before you head for the airport.” With that, the line went dead.
 
   Katie bent over and coughed a couple times. I rubbed her back a few times. “Are you getting sick?” 
 
   She shook her head. “No. I’m just a little overwhelmed. Will we be safe in Chicago?” she asked, hugging her arms.
 
   “Safer than we are here for sure. You heard Sebastian; we have to move.”
 
   She pointed at the bed. “I can’t leave it like that. What if Winifred came over, or Rosie came up to check on me?”
 
   “Do they have a key?”
 
   “Unfortunately,” she sighed.
 
   I motioned at the bed, “Strip it quickly and hide the sheets. That’s about all we can do for now.”
 
   She stripped the bed, throwing the bedspread back up around it to make it look like she had made it. She went to her dresser next, pulling open a drawer with heavy winter wear. She handed me a pair of wool socks and then pulled off her jeans. Her soft bottom was wrapped in red panties and I nearly lost myself right there. If it weren’t for the fact we were being hunted by a maniac, I would have made her mine on her disheveled bed. She pulled on warm, flannel-lined jeans, and dry wool socks then stuffed some clothes in bag.
 
   She looked up at me. “How far is the airport? We can’t take my car. He’ll know we’re on the move.”
 
   “Dammit, you’re right. He likely knows what we’re both driving.”
 
   She tossed the backpack over her shoulder jogging into the living room, replacing cushions and stacking books up, trying to make it look less trashed. A text came through and I wrote the coordinates of the hotel down on a piece of paper then followed Sebastian’s instructions to disable the burn phone.
 
   I grabbed her arm to stop her movements. “We don’t have time for this. Let’s go.”
 
   “I have to get my medication,” she whispered, worried someone would hear us if we spoke in normal tones. She pulled down a container of pills from above the stove. “How long will we be gone?”
 
   I grabbed a Ziplock and held it open. “Take it all. There’s no time to decide how many you’ll need.”
 
   I stuffed the filled bag into her backpack as she tied on a pair of snow boots. 
 
   “There’s a pair of boots at the bottom of the stairs. We keep them there for shoveling snow in the winter. They should fit you.”
 
   “I’ll be okay,” I insisted, looking down at my loafers. 
 
   “Wear the boots. You might need them at the airport.”
 
   “I haven’t figured out how to get there yet,” I admitted. 
 
   “I have.” She threw on a heavy Columbia parka and handed me a hat and pair of gloves, then tugged on her own. 
 
   “Attorney Cagle has an old truck he parks out back. He uses it to haul firewood in the winter and doesn’t have a place for it at home. It has old farm plates that are probably expired. I know where the keys are. Will that work?”
 
   I grabbed her upper arms and kissed her, solidly. “You’re a lifesaver, literally. My helo isn’t at an actual airport. I rent a hanger from a guy just out of town. It’s where a bunch of amateur pilots house their machines. Since I can take off vertically, I don’t need runway space.”
 
   “Where is it?” she asked, still looking dazed from the kiss as she tied on her scarf. 
 
   “Off Highway 13. Maybe you’ve heard of Dawson’s Dairy? I would like to avoid the main streets if possible.”
 
   “You rent from old man Dawson?” Her whole body shuddered. “Let’s hope he doesn’t come out shaking a stick at us when we take off.”
 
   I laughed and shook my head. “He’s gone for the winter. Took off for Florida from what I heard. We will be alone out there.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll drive. I know the back way. We can avoid the main roads, but if he catches us off guard we’ll have no backup.”
 
   “It’s a chance we have to take. I know this guy isn’t from around here. He won’t know the town the way you do. We’ll be okay.”
 
   “I sure hope you’re right,” she said, her face showing the fear she felt.
 
   I hugged her again. “I know this is scary. I’m also the last person you want to trust, but I want you to know how much it means to me that you are.”
 
   “I’m trying to figure out why you didn’t just cut and run back to Chicago yesterday.”
 
   “Because I had to stay here to protect you,” I whispered.
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   Kate
 
    
 
   I sat nervously in the passenger seat waiting for Gideon to finish his check of the helicopter. I was praying, trying to figure out what God wanted me to do. 
 
   What am I doing here? Why am I going with this man I barely know? 
 
   Because you trust him, whether you like it or not, and you don’t want to die. You have too much to live for.
 
   I snorted condescendingly. 
 
   Other than my job, I don’t have much going for me. 
 
   You have a niece on the way. If that’s not enough to live for, then I don’t know what is. 
 
   It’s not fair that Freddie will have kids and I won’t. 
 
   Fair isn’t always easy to quantitate, Katie, but we can’t change the past.
 
   I’m not mad about Freddie having a baby. I don’t mean to be like that. Is she really having a girl?
 
   You get to be any way you want to be when we spend time together, Katie. I’m here to listen, and maybe impart wisdom that will help you keep going. Yes, she’s having a girl. You can take my word for it.
 
   I chuckled a little and looked up at the roof of the helicopter, joy in my heart that I was going to have a niece. Then I heard Gideon close the side of the helicopter and I jumped. 
 
   I’m kind of in need of some bravery right now. I’m scared. 
 
   When you’re afraid, you will trust in me.
 
   When I heard Gideon say those words in my apartment, it kind of felt like you were speaking through him.
 
   I was. You are stubborn, my child. You had to go with him. 
 
   It’s easy to say I will trust in you, but not so easy to do when you’re petrified. Maybe I shouldn’t say that. Will I go to hell?
 
   You won’t go to hell. Being human isn’t easy. I understand that.
 
   Is that why I’m freaking out about going up high into the air with a man I barely know.
 
   Do you feel like you barely know him?
 
   Does it matter how I feel? The fact is I barely know him.
 
   I believe it matters how you feel. I’ve worked hard to bring you two back together. So tell me how you feel.
 
   Do you know when I’m talking to you if I’m being honest or not?
 
   Oh my child, you have always made me laugh. You talk to me often, and most of the time you aren’t being honest, but I always know what the truth is.
 
   Then I don’t need to tell you.
 
   I would like to hear it in your own words.
 
   I blew out a breath, rubbing my hands together to warm them. 
 
   I guess I feel like I’ve always known parts of him. Like his mannerisms are familiar and his words ring true. I was angry for a long time with him. He treated me unkindly, but now I wonder if the alcohol clouded my judgment for too long. Maybe that’s why I never stopped thinking about him. I felt like we connected on a level that transcended casual sex, which I know you don’t approve of, so I repent my sins.
 
   I swear I could hear laughing while I squeezed my eyes shut and waited. 
 
   If it weren’t for casual sex some of the most important people of all time wouldn’t have been born. Everything happens for a reason. I hope you have learned the reason for you and Gideon.
 
   Me and Gideon? There’s a reason for us?
 
   Of course there is. Why else would I put the life of one of my most special children in his hands?
 
   But he’s so much older than I am.
 
   He had to be, Katie. He walked a long journey to get to this place. He learned a lot of things he needed to know in order to be your protector. He is also your, what do you call them down there, soul mate?
 
   I snorted loudly shaking my head. 
 
   I am not his soul mate. I’m so far out of his league of soul mates, I’m in left field.
 
   Yet, you sit waiting for him, trusting him to keep you safe. I would say you’re already on first base. 
 
   I snickered. I don’t think that means the same thing there as it does here. 
 
   Here it means you’ve already taken the first step to getting home.
 
   The voice in my head was silent as I pondered the importance of trust, faith, soul mates, and home.
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   “I think we should be good to go,” he said, climbing in the cockpit. “All safety features check out.” He looked at his watch before setting a strange looking briefcase by my feet. “We should be at the hotel in fifty-seven minutes.”
 
   “Exactly?” I asked, the tone of my voice teasing. 
 
   “Give or take a few depending, on the wind speed.”
 
   He buckled his seatbelt and checked mine. “Have you ridden in a helicopter before?”
 
   I shook my head, fear sitting at the base of my throat like a lump.
 
   “You’ll love it. Take these headphones and we can talk the whole trip.” 
 
   I took the pair he held out and put them on my ears. He put on his, then started flipping gauges. I heard the engine engage and tapped his arm. When he looked over, he pointed at the mic by my lips. 
 
   “Sorry, I forgot already. I was going to ask if you let anyone know we’re leaving Snowberry.”
 
   He kept up his flight checks and pointed at the case by feet. “That’s the satellite phone Sebastian was talking about. He knows we’re on our way. We don’t have to file a flight plan since I fly by vision, not by instrument. I’m thanking God for that right now.”
 
   I gave him a less than beaming smile and he gave me a beaming thumbs up. I felt the helicopter start to shake. He worked the joystick as we twisted one way then the other. When I looked down we were already off the ground a few feet, hovering. When I looked back to the windshield we were skimming the ground at what seemed like a very fast rate. 
 
   “Doing okay?”
 
   I heard his voice in my headphones and nodded, then remembered to use my voice. 
 
   “I can’t see much it’s so dark, but I’m okay. Why are we flying so low?”
 
   “I’m just giving you time to get used to it.” He smiled at me and I grinned myself. 
 
   “Take her up, I’m ready.”
 
   He pulled on the joystick and the chopper rose higher over the barren fields. What used to hold life-giving crops was now covered in lifeless snow. I wondered if I would be here to see the new seeds push through the snow come spring. One glance at him and I knew the answer. He would keep me safe until that time. 
 
   “I’m going to fly just above the tree line. The hotel is on the route I take down to Chicago. I’m trying to beat the snow. We can fly in snow if we have to, but I would rather not.”
 
   “Me either.” I nodded, my eyes focused on the trees below us. With the light shining from below the chopper, you could see surprisingly well, once you got high enough. 
 
   “You’re smiling. What are you thinking about?” he asked in my ear. 
 
   “I learned to talk when I was young, like before I was one.”
 
   “Why am I not surprised?” He was grinning and I resisted punching him in the shoulder, since he was piloting this thing.
 
   “I couldn’t say certain words when I was little because my tongue wasn’t coordinated enough. One of those words was helicopter. I called it a hopter scopter for the first five years of my life.”
 
   The grin grew on his face and he chuckled into the microphone. “I bet you were adorable as a little girl.”
 
   “My brother didn’t think so. He was about eighteen months older. I was a real pest. Was it weird being an only child?”
 
   “I guess I wouldn’t know because I had nothing to compare it to. It was lonely. I can tell you that. Now that I’m an adult, I wish I had someone else in my life to go to when things get hard. Like when my parents were dying and I was the only one here to take care of them. Don’t get me wrong, I cherished that time with them, but there was no one else to talk to about how awful it was to watch your parents die.”
 
   I rubbed his shoulder, something that seemed safe in the small confines of the cockpit. “I’m sorry. I know her death was so recent it must be hard still. I do understand, even if you don’t think I do.”
 
   He looked at me for a moment with deep consternation, but finally answered. “Each day is easier than the last. I had a long time to spend with her before she passed. I granted her final wishes by taking her ashes up into the sky so she could fall back down into the ocean with my father. They are happy together now, that’s comforting.”
 
   I nodded, feeling a little saddened by his tale. I decided to change the subject. “Do you fly yourself back and forth to Hawaii? Doesn’t seem like a helicopter could hold enough fuel for that.”
 
   He shook his head. “It can’t. I have a helo there I use for getting around the islands, but fly commercial to get to Honolulu.”
 
   “So you have two helicopters?” I asked a little intimidated.
 
   “This helo was actually my dad’s. It’s a 1985 Enstrom.”
 
   “Wow, it’s in incredible shape for being that old.”
 
   “It doesn’t have a lot of flight hours on it, but I’ve been using it to get around to my resorts on the lower forty-eight. I was originally planning to put some time on it before I sold it, but I haven’t been able to part with it yet.”
 
   “I don’t think you need the money, right?”
 
   He laughed in my ear and shook his head. “No, I’m definitely okay without the money I’ll get for this old bird.”
 
   “Then maybe you should keep it. You obviously enjoy flying it. Maybe you should keep it for when you have a son. Then you can fly in it together just like you used to with your dad.”
 
   He looked over at me for a split second and smiled. “Do you think my wife would let her little boy go up in this with me?”
 
   I shrugged. “Maybe not when he’s tiny, but teaching a child to love something early in life is okay. I know I wouldn’t have a problem with it once he was old enough to sit still and understand what he was supposed to do in a cockpit.”
 
   “You wouldn’t, huh? Do you want kids, Katie?”
 
   “Wanting and having are two different things, Gideon.”
 
   “What is that…”
 
   A strange beeping started in the cockpit. He hit a few buttons, but it didn’t stop. The helicopter banked sharply and I grabbed the handle above the door. 
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked nervously. 
 
   “I don’t want you to freak out, but the engine just went out.”
 
   “That’s the second time you’ve told me not to freak out in a matter of hours!” I exclaimed.
 
   He nodded, concentrating on the ground below. “Because I don’t want you to freak out.”
 
   “But we’re going to crash!”
 
   He shook his head. “No. Katie, focus on my voice. See, there’s a secret a lot of people don’t know about helicopters. You can land them without an engine, if you know what you’re doing. It’s called autorotation.”
 
   “Do you know what you’re doing?” I squeaked. He nodded, his tongue stuck between his teeth in concentration as he lowered the helicopter closer to a field below us. 
 
   “I know exactly what I’m doing. Do you see that field down there?”
 
   I nodded, holding my breath. He kept lowering us down towards the ground in a strange up and down pattern. 
 
   “I’m going to put us down there. You can hear the blades still going right?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered, my heart starting to palpitate in my chest. 
 
    “I’m going to hug you so hard when I get this hopter scopter down,” he said, keeping me calm. “Give me a few more feet…”
 
   He stopped speaking as he concentrated. In a few more seconds I felt the ground connect with the guards of the helicopter. He flipped a bunch of switches all at once and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
   “Like butter,” he whispered, turning to me.
 
   I bent over and plugged my nose, blowing hard until my ears popped and I felt my heart rate slow again. I could feel his hand on my back. 
 
   “Katie, are you going to be sick?” he asked, reaching for something behind him.
 
   I sat up slowly, thankful when my heart stayed in its normal rhythm. 
 
   “I’m okay,” I promised, trying to give him a confident smile then grasped his arm. “What happened to the engine? Did that guy sabotage us?”
 
   He took his headphones off and I followed, hanging them on the hook behind our head. You could hear the blades slowing to a stop above us and I tried not to hyperventilate.
 
   “I don’t think so. I checked everything before we left and there was nothing amiss. Stay inside while I go check the engine.”
 
   He was outside tinkering for no more than a few minutes when he knocked on my door. I opened it so he could lean in. 
 
   “We aren’t fixing this tonight. The gas line is frozen. We’re done until I can get this indoors and figure out why. It might be sabotage, but clearly the guy didn’t know the kind of pilot he was dealing with.”
 
   I sagged forward and he unbuckled my belt, pulling me over onto his shoulder. 
 
   “We’re okay, but we are kind of out in the open here, so I want to grab our go bags and head out to the hotel on foot. We’re only about a mile away.”
 
   “We can’t just leave the helicopter here.”
 
   He pointed to a tree line a few feet away. “We’re going to push it into the trees. I’ll call Graham on the satellite phone and give him the coordinates. He will have it picked up. All we have to worry about is getting to the hotel so they can extract us from that point.”
 
   “Extract us from that point?” I asked. “I feel like I’m playing James Bond.”
 
   He held out his hand. “Come on, Miss Moneypenny, I need a hand pushing this beast over to the trees.”
 
   He flipped two wheels down on the back of the guards and together we pushed the surprisingly light machine towards the trees. There was only so far we could go, but at least from the small dirt road that ran along the right side of the field, you couldn’t see it in the dark. The daylight was another matter. He opened a hatch, pulled out our backpacks, and a very large shotgun that he wedged in the strap of one of the packs he had slipped on. He grabbed the satellite phone from the front of the cabin before he locked the door.
 
   “Do you want to take a romantic stroll through the woods, babe?” He held out his hand and I inched closer to him. 
 
   “You said you were going to hug me when we landed.”
 
   He grabbed the strap on my backpack and tugged me the rest of the way towards him. “I did say that, didn’t I?”
 
   He put his arms around me and held me close to him. “I promised to keep you safe and I will.”
 
   Snow started falling almost as if someone had flipped a switch. I sighed in resignation. “Doesn’t that just make the evening?”
 
   He held me out by my shoulders and one hand came up to caress my cheek. “Snow can make a stroll in the woods very romantic.”
 
   “How about I take your word for it, Casanova?” I asked before pointing to the fence along the road. “Why don’t we just walk on the road? If we walk through the woods, we’re going to get wet and possibly run into wild animals.”
 
   He pulled me farther into the woods where the tree canopy was denser muting the snow. 
 
   “I would, but if he did sabotage my fuel line he may have a tracking device on the chopper. I didn’t see anything, but that doesn’t mean it isn't there. I’m not taking the chance he finds us by walking out in the open. You can make it a mile in the woods, right?” To answer I turned, marching back towards the helicopter until he grabbed my arm, “Wrong way.”
 
   I wrenched my arm out of his. “No. Right way! We’re going to stay in that helicopter and you’re going to call Graham. He can come ‘extract’ us from here!” I flailed my arms around and he grabbed them, lowering them to my sides. 
 
   “If the engine doesn’t run we can’t keep it warm and it turns us into sitting ducks. Being on the move is a better idea. As soon as we get farther away from here, I’ll call Graham. We can do this.”
 
   He grabbed my hand tugging me deeper and deeper still into the woods until I couldn’t see anything. I think he was reading my mind, because he pulled a small, but powerful, flashlight off the clip on his backpack and kept it aimed at our feet. We walked, our breathing heavy, listening for cars on the road or footsteps in the forest. All of it was exhausting and the cold was making me limp on my already sore knee. He slowed his steps and came back to me, putting an arm around my waist. My heart was pounding and I stopped, bending over. 
 
   “I don’t know how much farther I can go,” I said, coughing hard twice. I was rewarded with my heart rate slowing in my chest. 
 
   “We have to keep going, Katie. We should be reaching the hotel very soon.”
 
   “I suppose when we get there you’ll build a fire then cook me a gourmet meal made from the three canned goods Marcus has left in the cupboard. After you clean up the dishes, you’ll insist on heating water and giving me a bath while you convince me to make love to you.”
 
   We were walking again and he laughed softly into the open air. “Now it’s making love? You were calling it ‘having sex’.’”
 
   “Don’t you know anything? You can’t call it ‘having sex’ in a romance novel. Everyone knows that. You have to be romantic by using flowery language. You want me to swoon at your romantic debonair ways.”
 
   “Oh, I read a romance novel once, but that doesn’t sound like the one I read.”
 
   “What book was it?” 
 
   “50 Shades of Grey.” He laughed quietly, grabbing his arm when I punched him.
 
   “That’s not romance. That’s erotica. Romance is where the writer makes love to your mind with the imagery of their words, not titillate your hoo-ha with bad BDSM.”
 
   “Your hoo-ha?”
 
   “Don’t even start with me, Gideon.”
 
   “So what you’re saying is, you’re looking for the perfect man.”
 
   “No, I’m not, because the perfect man only exists in the pages of a romance novel. A perfect woman doesn’t exist, either. I’m looking for the man who matches my perfect imperfections. The man who wants the same things I want. The man whose strengths are my weaknesses and weaknesses are my strengths. Whose sole purpose for getting up in the morning is me, as he is mine. Maybe it’s a pipe dream, but it’s my dream all the same.”
 
   I fell silent and he dragged me to a stop by my backpack strap. He laid his cold lips on mine and I tipped my head back so he could kiss down my neck. 
 
   “You’re wrong,” he whispered as the snowflakes fell on our faces. “You’re perfect.”
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   I was limping, wet, cold, and near falling down exhausted. The truth was, I didn’t feel very safe, either. His plan to fly us to the hotel had failed miserably and if we didn’t find the place soon we weren’t going to have to worry about a stalker. We were going to be dead from the cold.
 
   I adjusted my backpack and tried to keep my heart rate normal. If I had to stress my heart much longer, I might go into a longer period of tachycardia that I couldn’t break. 
 
   I felt him move in next to me and put his arm around my waist. It wasn’t the first time he had done it in the last hour and every time he did, it reminded me I wasn’t alone. He let me lean on him a little bit, which made the next few feet easier. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he whispered, kissing my temple. 
 
   He had said that more than once over the last few hours, too. What he didn’t say was why. Sorry for getting me involved in something I shouldn’t be? Probably. All I could do now was keep going and try to find a way out of this mess. 
 
   He held my waist to stop me from taking the next step. We were on the edge of a tree line and in front of us was an empty field. 
 
   “Do you think this is the field?” he whispered.
 
    I squinted to see through the snowflakes. “I can’t tell. Can you see a hotel?”
 
   “With the snow and the darkness there’s no way to know. I could shine the flashlight, but then we alert anyone looking for us.”
 
   “Did Sebastian give you Marcus’s phone number?”
 
   He shook his head negative and squinted through the snow trying to see anything through the darkness. “I think there’s a building on the other side of the field. I’m trying to figure out how to cross the field without being exposed.”
 
   I put my hands to my mouth and let out a wolf howl that was frighteningly realistic.
 
   His mouth dropped open. I held up my finger for him to be quiet. In seconds, I heard another howl, coming from the other side of the field. 
 
   A motor started in the distance and he pulled me deeper into the woods, plastering us up against a tree. 
 
   “It’s a snowmobile,” I whispered. “It sounds like the engines from earlier today.”
 
   He nodded, but didn’t answer, just kept the shotgun aimed at the opening to the woods. The machine stopped and we heard, “The wolves are hunting tonight.”
 
   It was a male voice so Gideon motioned for me to stay, while he moved forward with the shotgun aimed at the field. 
 
   “Marcus?” he called. “Show yourself.”
 
   “Relax, Gideon. I was expecting you in a chopper, not on foot.”
 
   I peeked around the tree and saw a man in all white clothing kneeling on a snowmobile. Gideon motioned me out, while keeping the gun pointed at the man on the machine. 
 
   “Gas line froze. I had to put it down about a mile up the road. We’ve been searching for the right field. Show me your left hand.”
 
   I was behind Gideon, but I could see the man’s facial scars from where I stood. When his hand revealed an Army Ranger tattoo, Gideon’s shoulders relaxed. 
 
   “Sebastian let me know that he’s not going to be able to get here for quite a few more hours. The storm has set in and no one is moving out of the city. We need to secure you until he can get clear.”
 
   Marcus grabbed two of the backpacks and lifted the door of a small pull behind attached to the snowmobile. It reminded me of the cab of the helicopter I had just ridden in.
 
   “Climb in. You’ll stay dry, and this,” he knocked on the glass of the windows, “is bulletproof.”
 
   I knew he was joking, but Gideon didn’t look impressed. I didn’t care, I readily climbed into the small cabin to get out of the snow. Gideon finally sat on the seat next to me, the packs at our feet. The shotgun was pointing at the floor as Marcus lowered the hatch, but Gideon’s hand darted out to stop it. 
 
   “So help me God, if you go anywhere but back to the hotel I will shoot you in the back. Don’t think I’m kidding.”
 
   “Duly noted. My brother said you were cautious; he wasn’t kidding.”
 
   He got back on the machine, started the engine, and we were moving across the field. Gideon put his arm around me and held his cold cheek to mine, but kept an eye on where we were going. 
 
   “I think it’s okay, Gideon. He’s exactly as Sebastian described him.”
 
   “I know, but I can’t let my guard down until we are tucked away safe for the night. Do you understand that I don’t care about my life, but I will do anything to protect yours?”
 
   I swallowed hard and despite the fact that I couldn’t feel my feet, my hands were frozen blocks of ice, and my nose may never be the same again, his words sent a flood of heat through me. I wanted to believe that it was more than just guilt driving him to feel this way too, but that was harder to put into a tangible feeling. 
 
   The machine slowed and a building came into view. We waited as a door went up and then Marcus drove us into a dark abyss. We heard the garage door go back down and suddenly bright lights blinded us after so many hours in the dark. When our eyes adjusted, we saw a woman standing by a set of stairs. Instinctively, Gideon brought the gun up, but Marcus motioned him to wait. 
 
   The hatch on my side went up and he held his hands out to Gideon to keep the gun down. “She’s my wife. An ex-Marine. You’ve got nothing to fear from us. We work with my brother all the time. I’m all for not letting my guard down, but you’re scaring Katie.”
 
   “How do you know her name?” Gideon asked, the gun still hovering in the air. 
 
   “I know everything about both of you. That’s my job. I also know that right now you both need to get warm before frostbite sets in. Mattie prepared the lower level for you. No windows and completely secure until Sebastian arrives.”
 
   Gideon lowered the shotgun and his shoulders went slack. “I’m sorry, Marcus. I’m a businessman not a lawman. I don’t even know what the hell I’m doing. I just have to keep her safe.”
 
   Marcus helped me out of the machine then picked up the packs. “Don’t apologize. You’ve got balls to stand up to a guy like me. Sebastian told me what you’ve been dealing with for the last month. I’m sure you’re exhausted from watching your back, and now having Katie to worry about isn’t helping. Mattie will show you to your room. One of us will be on guard at all times, but I’m not worried. It sounds like whoever is looking for you is more talk than action. If he wanted to take you down, he would have done it long ago.”
 
   Gideon shook Marcus’s hand once he was out of the pod. “Thanks for understanding, and for the hospitality. I agree with your assessment of the guy, which is why I think it’s a disgruntled employee. He’s working really hard not to cross the legal felony line.”
 
   I tapped Gideon on the shoulder and he turned to me. “I think he stepped over that line when he thrust a blood covered knife through my pillow.”
 
   “Good point,” Marcus agreed. “Maybe he’s losing his patience, but whatever the case, you’re safe here.”
 
   He motioned Mattie down and she shook both our hands. 
 
   “Welcome to the Lone Straggler Motel.” She winked at her husband.
 
   “Great name,” I chuckled.
 
   “Thanks,” she said, holding a door open and flipping on a light switch. “It’s an inside joke, but it makes most people laugh. If you want to follow me down, I’ll show you your accommodations.”
 
   Marcus held Gideon’s arm. “I’ll contact Sebastian and let him know I’ve got the prize. I’ll keep you updated on his arrival time.”
 
   Gideon nodded and followed me down the stairs. 
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   Mattie had left us in a toasty warm room with a small kitchen and a huge king size bed in the middle of it. She took our wet coats and boots with a request that we put our wet clothes outside the door in the basket so she could dry them as well. There was food warming in the oven and hot coffee in the machine next to the sink. In general, I felt like we might be okay. Except Katie was standing in the middle of the floor shivering. 
 
   I took her by the arm and helped her onto the bed. I stripped off her wet pants and socks, then pulled the sweatshirt off her head, leaving her T-shirt on. I pulled the comforter up around her as she bent over again and coughed several times. 
 
   I rubbed her back until she sat back up. “Are you catching a cold? I’m worried you’re sick. You’ve been coughing like that a lot since last night.”
 
   She pointed at her bag. “I need my pills; will you get them.”
 
   I moved off the bed and picked up the bag, handing it to her, then went to the kitchen for a bottle of water. She had several different pills in her hand and swallowed them before speaking. 
 
   “I’m not getting sick. If I cough while bending over it tricks my heart back into sinus rhythm.”
 
   “So you mean each time you’ve done that your heart was beating too fast?”
 
   She nodded, twisting the water bottle in her hand. “The medication was supposed to help, but so far it isn’t helping much. I guess I haven’t been taking it very long so I should probably give it more time.”
 
   I held the comforter closed around her and kissed her forehead. “You also haven’t exactly been stress free since you started it. Dammit, I’m so angry with myself for thinking it was safe to show up at your door with this guy after me.”
 
   “What’s done is done, Gideon. You should go shower; you must be cold.”
 
   I rubbed her back and nodded. “I am, but I’ll wait. It’s better for you to shower and get warm then you can eat something.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll save you some hot water.”
 
   I brushed her hair back out of her face and laid my lips on hers gently. “Take as long as you want, sweetheart. I’m going to call Graham and see if he knows anything.”
 
   She stood and dropped the comforter, leaving me with a view of her backside as she picked up her backpack on her way to the attached bathroom. As soon as the door closed, I let out the moan I had been holding in at the sight of those red panties again. She was quite possibly the sexiest woman I had ever met and I’ve known a lot of sexy women. There was something different about Katie, because she made me want to be a better man. She made my life interesting, and conversationally kept me stimulated. That was rare in my world where most women only stimulated one thing. 
 
   I picked up the phone on the small nightstand and hit zero. 
 
   “Did you need something, Gideon?” Marcus asked immediately. 
 
   “I want to connect with my assistant, Graham. Is there any way to do that safely?”
 
   “This is a secure line. I can connect you. Will his line be secure?”
 
   “He’s got a burn phone that only I have the number for.” I rattled it off and after a short delay, I heard Graham answer.
 
   “Gideon?”
 
   “I’m here, Graham.”
 
   “Thank God,” he answered. “Sebastian said you were safe, but I didn’t believe him until I talked to you. Is Katie okay, too?”
 
   “She’s fine. She’s taking a shower as we speak. I should be back in Chicago as soon as this storm clears, but I hoped you had an update for me.”
 
   “Unfortunately, I don’t know much. I have a list of all fired and laid off workers from the companies you’ve acquired over the last year. It’s long and the process is slow.”
 
   “Do your best, Graham. I really want to keep the police out of this, but one more threat like we found in her apartment and we are going to have to bring them in.”
 
   “I understand. I was surprised by how large the pool of possible disgruntled employees is.”
 
   I dropped back onto the bed. “Hey, I didn’t have anything to do with any of them. I might own the property, but I have managers that do all the hiring and firing. My hands aren’t involved in any of that. I trust my managers, and the checks and balances I have in place for employee situations.”
 
   “Relax, Gideon. All I meant was I was surprised by the sheer number of employees you have. I’m focusing on that last acquisition first. That one got ugly. I have a sneaky suspicion it’s where we will find our stalker.”
 
   “I also want to clarify that it only got ugly because the previous owners didn’t want to let go of the place. I was giving them an out of their situation, but they wanted more and more and more. However, I didn’t fire anyone.”
 
   “Since you took control of that resort your manager has let everyone who worked there, before the acquisition, go.”
 
   “What?” I asked, standing up and nearly toppling over the lamp. “Why would he do that?”
 
   “That’s the first question I’m going to ask him when I get him on the phone tomorrow. I’m sure there is a reasonable explanation.”
 
   “I find it hard to believe there is a reasonable explanation for firing every employee.”
 
   “I will have those answers for you by the time you roll in tomorrow,” Graham promised.
 
   I could hear in his voice he was exhausted and I wasn’t making his job any easier. 
 
   “Go home, Graham. I’m sure you haven’t had much sleep since I left Snowberry. I’m safe for the night. The rest can wait until tomorrow.”
 
   “I will take a break, but I’m determined to find the guy doing this so you can get back to a normal life.”
 
   I smiled. “Thanks Graham, remind me to give you a raise.”
 
   “Note made, boss.” He chuckled before saying good-bye. 
 
   I hung up the phone and it dawned on me I still didn’t hear the water running. I strode to the door and knocked. “Are you okay in there?”
 
   The door opened and she stood before me in a tank top with a towel wrapped around her waist. I held in a moan that wanted to escape at the sight of her nipples yearning to be free of the fabric that encased them. 
 
   “I’m sorry, didn’t mean to hog it. I was looking in the mirror contemplating how gutted I looked when I heard you talking on the phone.”
 
   I pushed her backwards into the room, closing the door behind me. 
 
   “Don’t apologize. I was worried you were sick.” I knelt and felt around her kneecap. I heard her sharp intake of breath when I hit a spot on the inside with my finger. I looked up at her. “Tender?”
 
   She nodded and I saw the fatigue on her face. She was so sweet and innocent, yet looked like she had been through a war of the ages. 
 
   “I have an icepack in the first-aid kit. Shower and when you’re dry and warm I’ll tuck you up in a bed. We can ice it while you eat.”
 
   She reached up and rubbed a hand down my face. “You look as bad as I do.”
 
   I captured her hand against my cheek. “I know I’m old, but I can’t look that bad.”
 
   She chuckled. “Are you sure?”
 
   I turned and addressed myself in the mirror. I definitely looked worse than she did. My hair was flat from my hat with twigs stuck in a few places. My face had multiple scrapes and I had a significant five o’clock shadow. 
 
   “Okay, so we both look like we fought the wilderness,” I said.
 
   “And won. I want to claim that we won, anyway.”
 
   I pulled her into my chest. “We won this round, sweetheart. We’re safe and in a few hours, Sebastian will be here to get us. I’m so proud of the way you kept your cool in the midst of everything we faced.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around me even tighter and didn’t let go. “I was scared, but God told me to trust you.”
 
   “What else did He tell you?” I asked softly, stroking her hair. 
 
   “He said that the reason you’re older than me is because you needed the extra years to learn how to protect me.”
 
   I squeezed her tightly and inhaled through my nose. “I hope He’s right about that.”
 
   “So far, so good,” she murmured against my chest. 
 
   “As much as I love holding you like this it’s time to get warm. You’re like a solid block of ice. I’ll hold you again on that big bed in there tonight, I promise.”
 
   She stepped out of my arms and pointed behind her. She paused and I didn’t say anything, waiting for her to work out whatever she was thinking. “Maybe we should shower together in case the hot water runs out. I don’t want you to get sick. I promise not to look at you anymore than I have to.”
 
   A bit back a smile and took her face in my hands. “That has to be the most honest proposal to shower with a woman I’ve ever had.”
 
   “If you don’t want to, it’s okay,” she whispered looking down.
 
   I captured her earlobe with my teeth and held it for a second before letting go. “I want to, like you’ll never know.”
 
   I stripped off my shirt and wet jeans, socks and glasses, leaving my boxers on. I picked up her clothes too and dumped them in the basket, then set all of it outside the door for Mattie. When I came back to the bathroom, she stood nervously by the tub covered in only a towel.
 
   She motioned nervously at herself. “I figure you’ve seen it before so, no big deal, right?”
 
   I set my backpack down on the floor and walked over to her. “It’s still a big deal if that’s how you feel. I know I hurt you deeply last time and I haven’t forgiven myself for that. If you’re more comfortable showering alone, please don’t feel like you have to worry about saving hot water for me. I may need a cold shower anyway if I see all of you again.”
 
   She looked down at the floor then dragged her eyes back up the length of me. “Freddie made me promise I would keep my pants on this weekend. I’ve already failed, so what the hell.”
 
   She reached for the faucet of the shower, but I stopped her. 
 
   “What does that mean? I don’t understand why she would say that.”
 
   “She thinks this,” she motioned back and forth between us, “is moving too fast.”
 
   I grabbed her finger that was moving about wildly. “The more important question is how do you feel?”
 
   “He told me you’re my soul mate,” she blurted out.
 
   I dropped her hand. “Who told you that?”
 
   “God,” she answered then turned and cranked over the handle to hot, lifting up on the tab to allow the water to come out of the showerhead above. She dropped her towel and stepped into the shower, leaving the curtain open partially while she waited for me. 
 
   “Oh, it feels so good to be warm. Are you coming in?” She sighed the words rather than spoke them, and I felt myself growing harder every second I stood there. This wasn’t going to be easy, but maybe she needed to see the way I reacted to her beautiful body, so the words I said to her would finally fade away.
 
   I shucked my boxers, stepping in behind her. She had her face to the shower spray and her hair was soaked, the tendrils curled around her neck. I poured some shampoo in my hand and began to massage it into her hair. The heat of the water and the smell of the lather made it feel like home. She tipped her head back and closed her eyes, giving me full view of her ample breasts. I wanted to touch them, hold them, and caress them. I wanted to hear her call my name in pleasure, so I knew she was mine. 
 
   I turned her, so she faced me, and rinsed the shampoo from her hair. Her eyes were closed as she stood under the spray while I washed my own hair. I traded places with her to wash the suds, dirt and twigs out of my own unruly hair. The bar of soap was calling to me to wash her; to rub it across her soft, alabaster skin and dark chocolate-brown nipples. I wanted nothing more than to slip my hand between her legs and wash her, feel her. 
 
   My hand fumbled for the soap as I felt myself grow. I knew I had to end this before I took it further than she wanted it to go. It was like sweet torture that I was with her again, but couldn’t actually be with her. 
 
   I pulled her backwards towards me and snugged her up against my abdomen, washing the front of her while kissing her neck. 
 
   “You don’t want to look at me,” she whispered, as I lowered the bar of soap towards the hair between her legs. 
 
   “That’s where you’re dead wrong. I’m trying not to look at you because I might not be able to keep myself from taking you right here in this shower,” I hissed into her ear, as my hand slid down her belly with the soap. 
 
   She turned and stood a foot away from me, so I had to reach for her. Her breasts beckoned me and I noticed a faint pink line that ran right between them. I flattened my hand against it and drew her to me. 
 
   I kissed her tenderly, the warm water flowing across us, warming our skin while the heat of the kiss warmed our insides. 
 
   My hand ran up and down the scar. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “Seeing this scar makes everything you deal with everyday so much more real to me.”
 
   She rested her head on my chest. “It’s also why we can never be together.”
 
   I lifted her chin and looked in her eyes. “But God said you’re my soul mate. He must know something you don’t.”
 
   “There’s so much you don’t know about me, Gideon.”
 
   I pulled her hair back out of her face and stared down into her eyes for a long minute. “I know, but I have time to learn, right?”
 
   The look she gave me was skeptical, at best, before she turned her back to me. I didn’t want to lose the connection we had in this moment, so I took the soap from her hand. I ran it across her chest again and down her abdomen knowing she could feel my hardness against her back. There was no way to hide that when you were this intimate with someone. 
 
   She turned her head to look up at me and I captured her lips. What I intended to be a slow, easy kiss, heated to overdrive almost instantly. My hand sank lower into the space between her legs. She moved against my hand in a rhythm she felt in her head and moaned into my mouth when I replaced the bar of soap with my other hand. I kept rubbing her while I washed myself. She took the bar from me and her lips still on mine, stroked me with her slick soapy hands. She moved to the rhythm I set until we were both whimpering into each other’s mouths, our tongues tangling together. 
 
   “We have to stop,” she cried against my mouth. “There’s too much you don’t know.”
 
   I kept the kiss heated and the rhythm steady. “I have a lot of time to learn those things, and I want to learn them. Like how you sound when you give yourself over to the pleasure I’m offering.”
 
   She was quivering under my hands, but her head was shaking no as her eyes went closed. “I’m afraid,” she cried.
 
   I captured her cries with my lips. “What are you afraid of?” I asked, never breaking rhythm. I was barely able to stand upright as she gripped me. 
 
   “Not being able to walk away.”
 
   I had to strain to hear her over the water, but I buried my face in her neck when I understood her words. I kissed all the way down her chest and the length of the scar until I pulled one nipple into my mouth to suck it gently. I heard the sharp intake of breath and felt how her hand tightened on me. All it took was a few more flicks of my tongue across her nipple and her arm was around my neck. She gripped my back with one hand as she started to release, still holding me with the other. 
 
   Being inside that small space with her as she gave herself over to me was putting me dangerously close to losing my own grip on reality. I listened as my name fell from her lips repeatedly while I tried to hold back.
 
   “Come with me, Gideon,” she begged, her voice off in a place I wanted to be.
 
   Her words were all I needed to hear. I let go of the edge of the cliff and moaned into her mouth as I released. 
 
   “I’ve waited so long for you,” I whispered against her cheek as we both tried to slow our breathing. “I’m all done waiting.”
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   Kate
 
    
 
    
 
   The room was black and silent, but I wasn’t afraid. He had me wrapped tightly in his arms, cradled against his belly. Earlier, when the water ran cold, he helped me from the shower and dried me head to toe, before he bothered to attend to himself. Dressed in warm, comfy clothes again, we shared a meal of hot beef stew and buttery bread. It tasted like heaven after the amount of walking we had done to get here. 
 
   Now I was supposed to sleep. I couldn’t figure out how I was going to do that when all I could think about was the guy chasing us, and the guy laying behind me. I couldn’t explain what came over me in the shower. It’s not like me to let go and trust someone the way I did with him. I couldn’t even say it was a culmination of our earlier encounter, because we had never come together as one before, but we certainly had now. 
 
   There was something about watching his face, and the emotions that crossed it as he held me afterwards, that left my heart pounding in my chest. 
 
   “You can’t fall asleep if you’re stiff as a board,” he whispered in my ear. 
 
   “I was just trying to figure out how to relax when someone is chasing me. I have no idea where I am or if I’ll ever see my friends again.”
 
   “Were you praying?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, just thinking.”
 
   “About?”
 
   “Honestly?” I asked and felt him nod against my back. “You, us.”
 
   “Good or bad?” 
 
   “Both.”
 
   We lay silently for several minutes as we contemplated what I meant by that. Maybe he had an answer because I sure didn’t.
 
   “If I had a way to rewind back to that night in Hawaii I would, you know that right?” he asked, holding my hand.
 
   I turned over, slipping one leg through the middle of his and bracing my hand on his chest. “And do what?”
 
   “Be a better man. Treat you the way you deserve to be treated, not like a conquest to forget about in the morning. I never forgot about you. Every morning for the last eleven months your eyes were what I saw in every woman I encountered. Your eyes were what I saw in my dreams, only they were filled with sadness. I think it was God’s way of keeping you in my mind, and my heart, for when we met again.”
 
   “I’m trying to figure out what the bad part about us is, beyond the obvious,” I admitted, rubbing my thumb over the lines near his eye. The lines I wanted to kiss. I couldn’t stop myself and rose up on my elbow, placing a soft kiss across his temple. I lowered myself back down again, intent on lying on the pillow, but his hand captured my chin, holding me there until his lips could take over. The kiss was slow and sensuous, making me forget about everything but being here with him. There was nothing bad about feeling that good with another person. 
 
   He ended the kiss and lowered his head to the pillow again. “What are the obvious bad parts about us?”
 
   I shrugged. “You’re rich, I’m not. Your parents were stellar members of the community yet mine were so not. You’re older and more secure in your life than I am. You’re virile and healthy. I’m…”
 
   “Perfect,” he whispered, “just the way you are. The reason I’ve fallen for you is because of all those bad parts, don’t you see? What you see as bad, I see as nothing but unique. I’m rich, so what? Money is just money. It means nothing if you don’t have someone to share it with. My parents were kind, generous, loving people, and so were yours, in their own right, because they raised you to be that way. You’re younger chronologically, but mentally you’re my equal. Being able to carry on a conversation with someone who can tease and challenge me isn’t something I’ve ever experienced with a woman. In fact, more often than not, you win those conversations when it comes to intelligence. I’m healthy because He wants me to take care of you. I’m okay with being the one who fixes your heart, once and for all.”
 
   “There’s no such thing as fixing my heart, Gideon. It’s not fixable; it’s barely manageable.”
 
   He kissed me again and stroked my cheek. “Then I’ll help you manage it, but I won’t let you use it as a reason we can’t be together.”
 
   I bit my tongue, determined not to tell him that in the end it will be the reason we can never be together. Some things in life can’t be changed, no matter how much you wish the situation were different. It was time to change the subject before I told him something I shouldn’t. 
 
   “Did Graham know anything new?” I asked, taking his hand and entwining my fingers in his.
 
   “Not really. I asked him to go through all the acquisitions over the last year and make a list of anyone fired after we took over.”
 
   “There can’t be that many, right?” I asked, resting my head on his chest. 
 
   “Also my belief, until Graham told me about the Hayland Frost Resort.”
 
   “What’s that? Sounds like a resort in Alaska,” I tried to joke, but it fell flat. 
 
   “It’s a resort in Northern Minnesota, not too far from the Canadian border. The situation was dire for the owner. Her husband had passed away and she fell behind on her payments to the bank. It went into bankruptcy, so I offered to buy her out. She refused therefore the bank was going to take possession and sell to me. When she figured out she wasn’t going to be able to hold onto the resort she finally agreed to sell it to me. I made a verbal promise that I wouldn’t fire any of her staff. I promised her anyone who continued to do their job adequately would remain.”
 
   “That was nice of you, Gideon, and smart.”
 
   “I had no problem with the employees staying, but Graham told me tonight they were all let go a month ago.”
 
   “What? They couldn’t all be doing a bad job.”
 
   “They weren’t; that’s why I’m confused. I went through the employee files with my new manager when we took over. There were only two employees we let go. Their employment record showed them to be very inconsistent in coming to work or calling in. They were both kids, so it wasn’t that surprising. Everyone else stayed at their position and they all got a raise.”
 
   “And then suddenly they were all let go?”
 
   “That’s what Graham tells me. It had to have happened just recently because I only bought the place at the end of October. As soon as I get back to Chicago, I will be getting to the bottom of it. If I have to drive up there myself and rehire all of them back, I will. First, I have to talk to my manager.” 
 
   “Do you think it’s someone at that resort that’s after you? Someone who was thoroughly unhappy that you broke your promise?”
 
   “It’s the best place to start. I told Graham to get the info to Sebastian and hopefully we can end this before it gets any worse. In the meantime, I want you to stop stressing about it. That can’t be good for the condition you’re dealing with right now with your heart.”
 
   “See why I think that’s a ba…” He put his finger against my lips to hush me. 
 
   “Right now I see a beautiful woman who needs to get some sleep.”
 
   “I, um, I’ve taken care of the birth control issue, in case, you know…” I stopped and waited for him to finish my sentence for me. 
 
   “In case I want to make love to you in this romantic cabin in the woods?”
 
   I rolled back over and fluffed the pillow before laying my head down again. “Forget it. Good night.”
 
   He reached over and flicked the lamp back on, which made me squeeze my eyes shut. He crawled over me and knelt on the floor, rubbing my forehead until my eyes opened. 
 
   “I wasn’t being sarcastic. Is that what you thought?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know what to think anymore, Gideon. Let’s just get some sleep. Maybe tomorrow I’ll be back on my game.”
 
   “Your game? Like your ‘I’m going to take everything Gideon says and put a bad spin on it so I don’t fall in love with him’ game?”
 
   I rose up and stuck my finger in his chest. “I don’t do that. For your information, I’m not going to fall in love with you.”
 
   He removed my finger from his shirt and held it in his hand. “Really? Because when I was holding you in that shower and you were calling my name it sounded a lot like a woman falling in love.”
 
   I snorted and rolled to my back, folding my arms over my chest. “And how would you know? You told me all the women you’ve slept with weren’t in love with you. Besides, I wasn’t the only one calling someone’s name. I heard my name falling from your lips, too.”
 
   “Yes, it was, because I love you.”
 
   I sat bolt upright. “What?” 
 
   There was a knock on the door. “Is everything all right in there?”
 
   I dropped my head into my hand and he chuckled before calling back. “Everything is fine. We’re just having a difference in opinion.”
 
   I heard Marcus laugh as he walked away from the door. Before he got to the stairs he yelled, “There’s a sleeping bag under the bed in case you get in hot water, Gideon.”
 
   There was silence between us for what seemed like forever. He pushed himself up, disappeared into the kitchen and started rattling around. I glared at him long enough to see what he was doing, but dropped my eyes again when he walked back to me, two glasses and a bottle of amber liquid in his hand. 
 
   He poured a shot in each glass and handed me one. “Maybe we both need this.”
 
   He slugged his back and I looked into the bottom of mine before setting it on the table. 
 
   “Liquid courage isn’t going to make what you just said go away.”
 
   He picked up my glass and slugged it back, then shut the light off. He climbed over me, lying on his back far away from me. 
 
   “I know it won’t, but it might deaden the pain in my chest when I think about your reaction to what I just said.”
 
   I lay on my back staring at the ceiling. 
 
   Why did he say that, Lord?
 
   I told you Katie, he’s your soul mate. 
 
   Soul mates don’t fall in love in two days.
 
   He’s been falling in love with you for months.
 
   No, he’s been falling in love with the person he knew for an hour. He doesn’t know who I am and I don’t know who he is. How can we fall in love with each other without really knowing each other?
 
   You know the most important parts about each other. He’ll do anything to protect you and you’ll do anything to make him feel better. You want to comfort him right now, don’t you?
 
   I blew out an audible breath. Yeah, I do want to comfort him. I want to say those same three words, but no matter how much I love him we can’t be together.
 
   Because?
 
   Because we come from different towns, different places, and different worlds. I live in Snowberry and he lives in Chicago. How do we make that work?
 
   I waited, but there were no more answers coming tonight. He was leaving me to figure this out on my own. I could hear Gideon breathing next to me. I sat up and hugged my knees.
 
   “How do you know what you’re feeling is love and not lust?” I asked, the darkness of the room giving me more courage than any I might find in a bottle. 
 
   “If it was lust I wouldn’t give a second thought to having sex with you and leaving in the morning.”
 
   “Like you did all the other women.”
 
   “Like I did all the other women, before you. I haven’t been with a woman since I met you. That’s because I connected with you that night without even having sex, and I wasn’t okay with you leaving in the morning. You consumed my very being.”
 
   “And now that you know my real name and where I live, you know you love me? I haven’t even told you about my family.”
 
   “I know that no matter where you live and no matter who or what your family was, I love you. I can’t take back the words I said, nor do I want to. You might as well know that I’m not going to give up on you. When life gets back to normal and we aren’t being thrown together by life-threatening circumstances, I’m still going to love you.”
 
   “Why is it since you walked back into my life that I don’t want to be out of your arms? Why do I have this need in the pit of my stomach to be with you all the time? Why did I let myself go with you in the shower the way I did?”
 
   I felt his hand run from my lower back up to my neck where he rubbed at the base of it. “I can’t answer those questions for you, but I can hold you in my arms. Maybe that will help you answer the rest of the questions you’re feeling in your heart. I can tell you that I don’t like not having you in my arms. I’ve had a need in the pit of my stomach for eleven months just to be with you again, and I let myself go with you in the shower because I love you. We still haven’t come together as one, but I feel as close to you as if we had. You gave me the greatest gift during that shower.”
 
   “I’m afraid to ask…” I admitted and he pulled me down, into his arms. 
 
   “The gift of trust, Katie. You weren’t afraid to trust me in that moment. That meant more to me than any words could ever convey.”
 
   He pulled the comforter over us and snuggled me in against him. He rested his arm around my waist and held my hand, an action that felt familiar, like it was something we did every night. The day had caught up to me and my eyes were drifting shut the longer we lay in silence. 
 
   His lips were kissing my cheek and my neck every so often. I think he wanted to believe those acts alone would put me to sleep. I was dangerously close and he started rubbing my arm in a rhythm of peace that relaxed me even further. His lips were on my ear and he whispered into the darkness. “I love you, Katie Penelope Kupid.”
 
   I couldn’t form the words; my eyes and lips were too heavy to speak, so I squeezed his hand in a way I hoped said, I love you, too.  
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   Gideon
 
    
 
    
 
   I sat on the bed still rubbing sleep from my eyes. Last night had been the most wonderful, yet most torturous, night of my life. Katie had lain with me all night, soft and warm, wrapped in my arms almost purring with contentment. I know this because I didn’t sleep for most of it. I was awake praying, and listening to the sweet sounds of the woman I love. 
 
   I replayed the moment I said the three words that scared her more than they should have. Maybe I should have said them after a romantic dinner, or with flowers in hand, but our situation wasn’t allowing for that right now. I said them at a time I felt was very important. After being with each other in that way, I wanted her to know that it wasn’t only about what her body could offer mine. 
 
   I ran my hands through my hair and slid my glasses on. Time to face this day. I wasn’t looking forward to it, but all I could do was pray it led us to this guy, so we could free. Katie had disappeared into the bathroom quite a while ago so I knocked on the door to check on her. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I called and waited for an answer. When she didn’t answer, I listened closer and heard her coughing again the same way she has been the last few days. “Katie?” I counted to ten and when she still didn’t respond, I turned the handle. She was on the floor, her head between her knees, coughing. 
 
   I knelt by her and for an unknown reason my hand went to the pulse at her neck. It only took me ten seconds to know her heart was beating way too fast. She looked up at me with scared eyes. Her face was the color of ash and there was a sheen of sweat covering her brow. I knew she was trying very hard not to be sick. I grabbed a washcloth and wet it, rubbing it across her face then scooped her up and carried her to the bed. I settled her against the pillows and handed her the washrag. 
 
   “Have you taken your pills today?” I asked and she shook her head. She sounded like she was struggling to breathe, which made me scared beyond measure that I was going to lose her.
 
   I searched through her bag for the pills and grabbed the Ziplock bag. “I don’t know what ones you need, sweetheart. Can you help me?”
 
   She nodded her head. “I’ll be okay,” she said, her words breathy. She rummaged through the bag and found a bottle, dumping two into her hand and setting them under her tongue. She leaned back against the headboard and tried to relax, but her chest was rising and falling quickly. 
 
   I felt helpless to do anything, but sit there and rub her leg, trying to soothe her the only way I knew how. 
 
   Lord, why does she have to go through this all the time? Can’t you fix her heart?
 
   I told you, Gideon. That’s your job.
 
   I’m not talking about emotionally. I mean physically. Isn’t there someone who can fix this for her?
 
   Are you questioning the reason Katie was born the way she was?
 
   I’m asking why she had to be born this way. Why does she have to suffer?
 
   I don’t make mistakes, Gideon. It’s up to you to figure out why she was born this way, but let me give you something to think about while you help her stay calm. How different would Katie be if she had been born with a normal heart?
 
   I opened my eyes and locked with hers. She reached out and took my hand, running her thumb across the top. 
 
   “You were praying,” she said, her voice stronger than it was a few minutes ago.
 
   I smiled. “I was. Actually, I was yelling at Him to fix your heart.”
 
   She giggled a little and I leaned down and kissed her forehead. “It must have worked, because I’m back in normal rhythm again. I just need a minute to get my strength back. I feel like a wet rag for a little while after a bad episode.”
 
   I brushed the hair out of her face. “We have nowhere to be until Sebastian gets here. You didn’t swallow those pills, did you?”
 
   She shook her head. “They’re sublingual like nitroglycerin for when people have chest pain, only these are a quick dose of the same drug I take in pill form. In theory they work faster than swallowing the other pills and relieve the rhythm before it can take hold.”
 
   “They worked; that’s good. You should keep those pills in your pocket all the time from now on.”
 
   She chuckled and sat up, trying to get more comfortable. 
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   “What I just did is called ‘pill in the pocket’. It’s a term they use for many different heart conditions. 
 
   “Only they weren’t in your pocket,” I scolded.
 
   “No, but I’ve never had to use them before. Besides, there’s no pocket in this nightgown.” She winked and I felt myself flush at the mention of her clothing. 
 
   I took her hand and kissed it. “When we get home I’m going to sew a pocket into every piece of clothing you have.”
 
   “Home?” she asked. “Where is home, Gideon? Chicago? Snowberry? I want to go home, my home, and just pretend this isn’t happening.”
 
   I pulled her up into my arms and held her, resting my lips near her ear. “For me, home is wherever you are. I know things are scary and up in the air right now, but I promise you once all of this gets straightened out, I’m going to be your home.”
 
   “I wish I could believe that, Gideon,” she whispered. “I want to believe it, but I’m a realist. I know no matter how much you love me or I love you, we come from different places.”
 
   I leaned back and held her out by her shoulders. “You love me?” 
 
   “I didn’t say that. What I said was, no matter if I do love you, you’ll never be happy with my small town life.”
 
   “Could you ever be happy living in a place like Chicago?”
 
   “I’ve never lived anywhere but Snowberry, so I can’t answer that question.”
 
   “You went to college, right? Brigham Young is a long way from Snowberry.”
 
   “You know I went to Brigham Young?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
   “It’s not hard to read the diplomas on your office wall.”
 
   She snickered. “Oh, right, sorry. College was a different time. I knew I was going back to Snowberry.”
 
   “You didn’t think about moving away and living somewhere new?” I asked, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear. She shook her head no and the piece flipped down again in defiance. “Why not?”
 
   “Freddie.”
 
   “You moved back to Snowberry for Winifred?”
 
   She rubbed her forehead and nodded. “She needed me. I’m not just saying that to feel needed. I was afraid that if I wasn’t there she would never find her way back to a good life.”
 
   I caressed her face and smiled at her. “It looks to me like you did a really good job of helping her find her way back to a good life.” She shrugged a little and I held her chin. “Now, it’s your turn.”
 
   “Gideon, I….”
 
   There was a knock on the door. I turned, waiting for the safe phrase. “The wolves are hunting tonight.”
 
   I opened the door and Marcus stood in his tactical black, a shoulder harness sporting a large handgun. 
 
   “There’s been a development,” he said, coming in the door and closing it behind him. He had a heavy-duty laptop in his hands and motioned me over to the table. 
 
   “I just got word from Sebastian that your office was broken into last night. No one was hurt, but Sebastian wants to talk to you face-to-face.”
 
   I felt Katie come to my side and I took her hand, squeezing it to reassure her. 
 
   “Is this safe?” I asked, motioning towards the computer with my chin. 
 
   “Safer than an NSA computer.” He punched a few buttons on the keyboard. “It might take a little longer since we are using a secure signal.”
 
   He went around me and took Katie’s arm gently. “Sweetheart, I’m going to need you to get ready to go. Once Gideon is done talking to Sebastian we have to move.”
 
   “Are we going to Chicago?” she asked as he handed over her backpack and led her to the bathroom. 
 
   “I’m waiting on word from Sebastian. Once he and Gideon talk we can decide where to go.” He cocked his head at her. “Are you feeling all right? You look a little worn out.”
 
   She put on a bright smile. “I’m fine, just a little tired from worrying about all of this. You know.”
 
   She closed the door in his face and Marcus came back over to me. “Is she sick?”
 
   I was about to answer when the ringing stopped and Sebastian appeared on the screen. He and Marcus could be twins in their matching black clothing and shoulder harnesses. 
 
   “Sebastian, what’s going on? Marcus said someone broke into the office?”
 
   Sebastian looked grim when he nodded. “Someone broke in, and never tripped the alarm. It wasn’t until it was engulfed in flames that the alarm signaled for help.”
 
   “Flames? They burned it down?” I asked completely shocked.
 
   “No, but they did a hell of a lot of damage.” He held up some pictures on an iPad. My office was in charred, wet shambles. 
 
   “Holy hell, Sebastian, this is a whole new level of disturbed. Graham! Graham was there when I talked to him last night.”
 
   Sebastian held up his hand. “He’s fine. He went home like you told him to, hours before the break-in. Thankfully, he took home the files of information you requested, so we still have something to work with.”
 
   I put my hand to my chest. “Thank the good lord for that. I can rebuild the office, but losing Graham would be like cutting off my right hand.”
 
   “Listen, Gideon. It’s no longer safe to come back here. I had to bring the cops in on this.”
 
   I closed my eyes and took a deep, calming breath. 
 
   “I didn’t have a choice. The fire brought them in and it didn’t take the firemen ten seconds to see it was arson.”
 
   I rested my head in my hand. “So what are they doing? Ruining our investigation?”
 
   He barked with laughter as a response. “Actually, they’re cooperating. Once we get you out of the country, we’re going to work together to catch the guy.”
 
   “I’m not leaving the country,” I insisted.
 
   He gave me the weighted hands. “Technically, you aren’t, but listen we don’t have a lot of time. I need to lay out the plan as it stands.”
 
   I looked up at Marcus and he was already tapping on a tablet, waiting for me to get onboard with the ‘plan.’
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   Kate
 
    
 
   I pressed my ear to the door trying to hear anything that was going on in the other room. Unfortunately, Marcus must have used super spy doors, because all I could hear was murmuring. 
 
   I shed my nightgown and stood at the sink to wash. I traced the pink scar on my chest and the image of him doing the same thing last night left me breathless. He was, for all intents and purposes, perfect. He wasn’t the guy who insulted me and forgot about me as I had believed for the last year. He was the guy who did what he had to do and then yearned for me. He loves me. 
 
   I took a deep shuddering breath and leaned on the sink. 
 
   You love him too, Katie.
 
   I jerked my head up to look around the room. 
 
   Look up. I’m still taking care of you, even when you can’t see me.
 
   I squatted down and took a bra and shirt from my bag. “I wasn’t even praying,” I murmured softly. 
 
   You don’t always have to have your hands folded and your eyes closed for me to hear you. Sometimes your heart reaches out to me without you even knowing it.
 
   You say that I love him, so if that’s true how come I can’t say it?
 
   If you admit that you love him then he has the power to break your heart. You’ve had your heart broken a lot by circumstances beyond your control, but this time, you can control it. 
 
   I have had my heart broken, and you still haven’t given me a reason why! I was yelling inside my head, spinning my bra around my chest and jamming my arms through the straps. Am I just supposed to believe when someone dies, that it’s because that was your will? 
 
   Calm down, Katie, you just got your heart to slow.
 
   I threw my hands up and moaned. 
 
   The heart that you gave me, all messed up and bothersome. I mean couldn’t you have at least cut me some slack by not taking my entire family, too?
 
   You know the old saying I don’t give you more than you can handle? The truth is I give the hardest things to handle to the strongest ones. Your faith, regardless of what you show people on the outside, is so strong. You’ve always been a warrior for me, so why are you fighting it so much now?
 
   I liked my perfect life. It was boring, but it was safe.
 
   Sit down, Katie.
 
   I slid down the wall and rested on the floor, my head on my knees. I closed my eyes and waited. 
 
   Do you remember Psalm 23?
 
   “The Lord is my shepherd,” I whispered. 
 
   You will find everything you need in that verse to find strength when you feel weak. Whenever you recite those words, it is me guiding you to the still waters. Remember that goodness and mercy are following you now just as they always will because you will always dwell in my house. I knew you before you were born and I know the plans I have for you. Plans to give you a future and hope.
 
   “Jeremiah,” I whispered, feeling calm for the first time in too many days.
 
   I stood and pulled on my pants, reciting Psalm 23 in my head. With each word, the heaviness in my chest began to lessen and, by the time I finished, my breathing was normal again. I stood before the mirror and saw a different woman than the one who had been standing there just a few minutes ago. This woman had determination and understanding filling her eyes, instead of fear and anger. 
 
   I brushed my hair until it was shining and silky then brushed my teeth and swiped on some makeup. I didn’t know what today held in store, but feeling good about myself was half the battle. 
 
   I stuffed everything back in the backpack and heard a knock on the door. 
 
   “Katie? Are you dressed?”
 
   I pulled the door open and Gideon stood before me looking beaten down by life. I put my arms around him and rested my head on his chest. 
 
   “I love you.”
 
   His hands came around my back and crushed me to him. “Say it again,” he begged. 
 
   “I love you, Gideon.”
 
   He lifted me up off my feet and buried his face in my neck. “I love hearing you say that. I can’t describe how I feel right now.”
 
   I leaned back and ran my hand down his face. “I quit fighting my heart and tried listening to it for once. I’ve fought my heart for my entire life, but you waltz in and suddenly I can’t control it anymore. I think that’s the lesson He’s trying to teach me.”
 
   He smiled at me as he held my face. “You’re so beautiful. I’m so lucky to have found you again. I want you to know everything that is about to happen is to keep you safe.”
 
   “What did Sebastian say?” I asked, hiking the backpack over my shoulder. 
 
   He led me to the other room by my hand and grabbed his own backpack. “I hope you like sunshine and sand between your toes, because we’re going to Hawaii.”
 
   “Hawaii? What happened to Chicago?” I asked, digging my feet in so he couldn’t pull me along behind him. 
 
   He turned on his heel. “Chicago burned down. Apparently someone broke into my office and started a fire. The firemen reported it as arson, so now the local cops are in on this. There is nothing I can do about that, but I can keep you safe, you just have to trust me.”
 
   “Everybody knows you own Orchid Reef Resort, Gideon. I don’t really think that’s a safe place to go.”
 
   “Who said we are going to Orchid Reef Resort?” 
 
   He smiled, kissed me like a man in love, and led me out the door. 
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   Kate
 
    
 
    
 
   I pulled the curtain back to gaze out at the blue green waters of the Pacific Ocean. I was exhausted after spending almost sixteen hours in the air. By the time we got to the small resort in Maui, it was after midnight. Sleeping on the small plane from Seattle to Honolulu was doable, but the helicopter ride from Honolulu to Maui was not. Gideon is an excellent pilot, but I was way too nervous about being back in a helicopter to do anything except hold on tight, and pray.
 
   So now I stood in a hotel bathrobe, looking out at the ocean from a beautiful room in a gorgeous resort in an even more glorious locale. We checked in under the cloak of darkness as Penny and Strong Campbell, honeymooners from New York. 
 
   I dropped the curtain and dug through my bag for something to wear. Gideon was in the shower and when he was done I was hoping to find some food somewhere, even if it was one a.m. Thankfully, when we arrived in Seattle, two bags of summer gear were waiting for us at the private airport. I didn’t ask questions when everything fit like a glove, I was just thankful I wouldn’t have to swelter in wool sweaters on the beach. 
 
   I pulled out a bikini and giggled, shaking my head. Whoever bought all this stuff clearly didn’t have my measurements. This certainly was going to fit like a glove. A very tight glove.
 
   “I had to guess.”
 
   I looked up and he was grinning at me from the door. He was dressed in a spiffy polo shirt and pair of khaki shorts. His hair was still damp from the shower and curled over his forehead. 
 
   “You were way off. I don’t think I can get one boob in that thing.” I laughed, but he didn’t. 
 
   He pushed off the wall and came over, pulling it from the bag. “Oh, I think you can get both of them in here. It will just be a full house, but that’s okay. I like full houses.”
 
   I swatted at him and grabbed it, stuffing it to the bottom of the bag. “Where are we going? Is there anything open at this time of night?”
 
   He fastened his watch around his wrist and slid his glasses on his face. “It’s Maui; everything is open. I want to see what kind of late night offerings they have in the club downstairs. It should be quiet now. We can grab a bite to eat and wind down from the long flight. You can sleep in tomorrow, I promise.”
 
   I unbelted the robe and let it fall open, the pink lace bra and panties I had found in the bag peeking out at him. Before I could look up, he was in front of me with his hands inside the robe. 
 
   “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, angling his head until his lips met mine. He lifted me by my waist and set me on the bed, so he could brace himself on each side of me, his tongue working mine into a fevered pitch. “Your lips are delicious,” he hummed while taking a breath. 
 
   I held my hand to his chest. “Let’s not get sidetracked or we will never leave the room.”
 
   He sighed and gave me his hand to pull me up, then handed me the silk blouse. “You’re right, but I plan to get sidetracked later.”
 
   “What day is it today?” I asked. The hours had run together and without my phone, I was lost. 
 
   “It’s early Monday morning,” he answered, putting the room key in his pocket.
 
   I stopped moving, my pants halfway to my knees. “I have to call Freddie and Rosie!”
 
   I let go of my pants and went to grab the phone, but fell when the material wrapped around my ankles. 
 
   “Katie!” I heard him shout, but it was too late, my head had already hit the floor. 
 
   I brought my hand up to rub at the spot, humiliation filling me. He was kneeling next to me, unhooking my feet from the pants while trying to soothe me, but I didn’t want to be soothed. I wanted to cry. It was Monday in Snowberry and my friends were going to wonder where I was. Then they would start looking for me, if they hadn’t already. My professional life was about to go right down the tubes and there wasn’t a darn thing I could do about it.
 
   I drew my knees to my chest, resting my forehead on them as I cried loud racking sobs that made me feel weak. I wanted my mommy, but I didn’t even have one of those. My life was a disaster, and my heart hurt from the likelihood that even when life wasn’t a disaster, I was going to end up alone, again. 
 
   I felt his arms go around my back and he held me for a minute before scooping me up, settling me on the bed. He tucked my head against his chest and rocked me slowly until I had cried myself out. I cried so hard I could barely breathe, and my head ached with pain. My stomach hurt from the fear I had been holding in for so many days, but letting it out didn’t seem to help either. 
 
   “I’m so…” I hiccupped unable to finish the word. 
 
   He kissed my temple and tucked my hair way from my face. 
 
   “Don’t say you’re sorry. I’m the one who should say I’m sorry. I got you involved in all of this and it’s not fair; don’t think I don’t know that. I want to make it all go away for you, and I’m trying, I really am. I want to be holding you in Hawaii on this bed because we want to be here together, not because we have to be.”
 
   “I don’t like to cry. I haven’t cried like that since,” I stopped, thinking better of what I was about to say. Instead, I ran my hand up and down his chest. 
 
   “Since?” he asked, tipping his head down to look into my eyes. 
 
   “Since my mom died,” I whispered, the pain of her loss filling me again from my toes all the way to the top of my head. “I was away at college and I felt so alone.”
 
   His arms held me tighter and he kissed the top of my head. “Was it unexpected?”
 
   I sat up and wiped my face, the mascara I put on earlier coming off on my fingers. He got off the bed and went into the bathroom, bringing back a warm washcloth and a dry towel. He lovingly cleaned all the makeup off my cheeks and dried them with the towel. I took the towel from him twisting it in my hand. 
 
   “It’s time you find out about my family before we get any more involved. You may decide loving a Kupid isn’t the smartest thing to do.”
 
   He rubbed my back and I felt his fingers slide down along the side of my neck. I knew what he was doing and I smiled half a smile. When he was satisfied my heart was beating normally, his hand went to my back again and rubbed a circle in the middle. 
 
   “Your last name isn’t going to stop me from loving you.”
 
   “It might, when you find out exactly what kind of people we are.”
 
   He kissed my cheek and then my lips. It was nothing more than a tender peck, but it reminded me that I wasn’t alone. 
 
   “I want to hear this story, but first I want you to know that Freddie and Rosie have been brought up to speed. We know this guy is back in Chicago since he burned my place down last night, but we have a guy on Freddie and Rosie anyway, just until he’s caught.”
 
   “You think he would go after my friends? I don’t even have anything to do with this!”
 
   “Shhhhh, I know. The answer is we don’t know for sure, so better safe than sorry. Sebastian explained everything to them and they’ve been told to tell people you had a conference for work.”
 
   I wrung the towel back and forth in my hands. “I’m worried about Freddie. She’s pregnant and now she’s going to worry. I need to call her.”
 
   “Honey, you just can’t. Any phone can be traced if a person has enough resources. We think no one knows we are here, but we can’t be certain of that. We can’t take the chance.”
 
   “I don’t have a choice, do I?”
 
   “I’m afraid not, but at least they know you’re safe. Sebastian expects that the cops will get this guy in a matter of forty-eight hours. The only thing you have to worry about is whether we eat on the terrace or the beach.”
 
   I looked down at the towel in my hand. “This isn’t a joke, Gideon. We aren’t on vacation here.”
 
   He squeezed my knee tenderly. “Trust me, I know that. I’m in danger of losing everything I’ve worked the last decade for, and the woman I love. I’m very well aware of the implications of what’s going on.”
 
   I looked up at him in confusion. “You’ve worked for? You mean your dad, right? It was his business. You just took over when he died.”
 
   He smiled and chuckled a little. “The only business my father owned was the pharmacy. He was a pharmacist, not a businessman. When he left the hospital in Chicago, he was only semi-retired. He wanted to run a small town pharmacy where new pharmacists would have the chance to get some experience from someone who had done it all. Unfortunately, he didn’t live enough years for that to happen, but he did give Hank a heck of a business to keep going.”
 
   I tucked one leg under me. “So you mean all the other businesses you own, you’ve bought?”
 
   “I’m a businessman, that’s what I do. The law degree comes in handy for buying and acquiring properties, but after I finished law school I realized it wasn’t what I loved. What I loved was the thrill of the game. Finding and acquiring properties that were diamonds in the rough. I’ve made some enemies from the nature of the business, but for the most part I like to think I’m a good person.”
 
   “What does that mean?” I asked. “The nature of the business and the enemies part.”
 
   “When you’re buying properties that are in trouble, be it for whatever reason, you will have people that aren’t happy about it. Often, you aren’t the only buyer either, which further complicates the matter and opens another avenue for angry people to walk down. Think of it as tug of war. The two people at the front of the rope are fighting against each other, face-to-face, to keep their feet from going over the line, but behind them are dozens of other people pulling with all their might on that rope to help the front person. When one team pulls the other over the line you aren’t upsetting just that first guy, but everyone who was putting in effort to pull the rope.”
 
   “So you’re saying that even if the owner of the competing company isn’t mad at you, that doesn’t mean that there aren’t dozens of people under him who might be.”
 
   He touched my nose and smiled. “Bingo. That’s what makes it hard about tracking this person down. I’ve acquired over thirty properties in the last two years. I haven’t kept them all, many I turned around and sold after I fixed the issues that were keeping them from being profitable, but that’s a lot of people who may have a grudge against me.”
 
   “You’ve been in business a long time. In all those years, you’ve never been threatened before?” I asked. 
 
   “There have been a few threats that had no real muscle behind them. That’s why I employ Sebastian and his team of investigators. They usually get to the bottom of the threats right away and keep them from growing, but this one is different. Whoever is after me this time is serious about hurting me; that much is obvious.”
 
   “How many properties do you own?” I asked, my heart pounding as I waited for his answer. 
 
   “On the books I own hundreds of resorts and hotels, but they are managed by another company. I back them financially and eventually sell them off to the highest bidder. I have about two dozen resorts that I will keep in my portfolio of businesses I have a hand in running. Like the Orchid Reef Resort, for instance. That’s a property that I keep because it’s enjoyable to go there and get away from everything when I need to.”
 
   “So you’re literally worth millions.”
 
   “Maybe on paper, but I don’t live that way.”
 
   I stood and picked up my pants, pulling them on then slipping my feet into the flip-flops that magically appeared in the bag. 
 
   “I need to take a walk,” I said, taking a key card off the table. “I’ll be back later.”
 
   “Katie, you can’t walk around by yourself,” he called as I walked out the door. 
 
   “Yes, I can. I’ll be fine. No one knows we are here, remember?”
 
   I let the door shut and ran down the hallway to the stairs, grabbing the stupid shoes off my feet. I ran down the stairs as fast as I could to get away from the room. Maybe I love him and he loves me, but we live life in such different ways, I’m not sure we can ever find a way to meet in the middle. 
 
   I pushed the door open to the lobby and slipped my shoes back on. I walked calmly, but purposefully, through the lush beauty of the elaborate room. All it took was a glance around to know I couldn’t afford one tile in the floor, but he planned to buy the whole place. He wouldn’t accept how different we really were.
 
   The doorman ushered me out into the early morning darkness and I saw the ocean just a few steps away. There was no doubt in my mind, this time I had to keep walking until I disappeared.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: 18] 
 
   Gideon
 
    
 
    
 
   She may have had a jump on me, but it wasn’t hard to follow her from the hotel onto the beach. What was hard was keeping my feet in check, so I didn’t run to her and shake her silly, then lay her down on the sand and brand her as my own. She was stubborn, independent, and clearly upset. I didn’t talk about my business for the simple reason that I knew she would react the way she did. If I was honest with her about what my true net worth was, she wouldn’t give me the time of day, and that stemmed from what happened to her family.
 
   It only took about fifteen seconds of searching on the internet for ‘Kupid Snowberry’ to find the obituary for her brother, father, and mother. I knew her entire family had passed, but what I couldn’t figure out was how. Nothing in the obituaries indicated how they died. Her brother died first, then just a few months later, her father. He was survived by Katie and her mother, but when I read her mother’s obituary, the only living survivor was Katie Penelope Kupid. That was it. She was the last one. There were no aunts or uncles listed, no grandparents, just Katie. How alone must she feel? While both of my parents are gone, I have a far-reaching extended family that keeps me grounded. Katie has no one but Winifred, and from what she’s told me about that relationship, she has been more like a mother to Freddie over the past years. I knew that meant she would never dump her problems on Winifred.
 
   This wasn’t about how much money I had, I already knew that. This was about how alone she felt, and how scared she was that she would lose me, too. After all, everyone she’s ever loved has died. I knew her brother died in an accident and something tells me her parents’ deaths also weren’t natural or unprovoked. Add to that the fact that I’ve put her in danger, and she’s running scared. I’m sure she can’t even begin to keep everything straight in her mind. 
 
   I watched as she waded into the water parallel to the beach. The moon was out and shone so brightly on the water I didn’t need a flashlight to see her. I kept my distance, but my eyes were roaming the beach. Regardless of whether we felt safe here, we weren’t, not until this maniac was locked away for good. I walked closer to the waves and followed her footprints in the sand while keeping an eye on her. She tossed her purse onto the beach and walked out farther into the water, completely oblivious to the dangers the ocean held. 
 
   I started to jog towards where she was wading, the water up to her hips now and the waves breaking softly over her thighs. She rested her hands on the water, watching as the ripples played over her skin. The inky blackness of the water made her hands disappear from sight each time a wave came. My memories took me back to the first night we met and my heart went into overdrive. 
 
   “Katie!” I called as loudly and frantically as I could. “Katie, don’t go any farther,” I ordered, running full out now, only a few feet from where her purse laid abandoned in the sand. 
 
   She turned and fell backwards when I yelled, the wave pushing her towards the shore where I caught her in my arms. I crab walked backwards on the sand just far enough to get out of the breaking surf, keeping my arm around her waist.
 
   When we were far enough away from the water, my other arm came around her and I rested my forehead on her neck. “You scared the daylights out of me, sweetheart.”
 
   “I was just wading,” she whispered, but I knew the truth. 
 
   “You were thinking that if you disappeared no one would notice. I told you then and I’ll tell you now, I would notice. I would search for you to the ends of the earth. I would cease to breathe because my heart doesn’t beat right when we’re apart. It’s like it’s on pause, and the only way for it to beat in a steady rhythm is to keep a heavy dose of you in my life.”
 
   She was bent over, her hands braced over the top of her feet and her chest heaving. She was crying, her head shaking as she tried to get control of her emotions.
 
   “You just have to let me go, Gideon. All of this isn’t who I am. I don’t know how to live the kind of life you live. I’m a simple, small town girl who likes to help others.  All I’ve ever wanted to do is help others, but I can’t even help myself!”
 
   She took off running through the sand and I saw the disaster that was going to happen if she kept exerting herself while upset. I picked up her purse and went after her, not surprised when she fell to the sand in a matter of seconds. She rested on her knees, her head hanging low. 
 
   “Dammit, I can’t even make a dramatic exit,” she said, her voice breathy. She coughed several times, her chest still moving up and down rapidly. 
 
   I knelt next to her and dug in my pocket, searching for the pills I had put there earlier. “It seems like the rhythm changes more often now.”
 
   I handed her a pill and she took it, sticking it under her tongue. Her breathing slowed and she shook her head a little, her hair blowing around her face. “I shouldn’t run. Dr. Sawyer warned me about exertion, but I tend not to listen.”
 
   I snorted with laughter. “I can hardly argue with that.”
 
   She rolled over to sit on her butt. “You brought the pills with you?”
 
   I smoothed her hair back from her face and tucked it behind her ears. “I carry them in my pocket now, just in case you forget them.”
 
   “You’re too good for me, Gideon.”
 
   I rubbed her back and kissed her. “No, I’m just a man in love with a girl who sometimes forgets to listen to her heart.”
 
   “Sometimes I’m afraid to listen to it,” she whispered.
 
   “I love you, Katie. All I want you to listen to is my voice. Everything else is white noise, and white noise has no purpose other than to confuse you.” I noticed she was breathing better and her voice was normal. “Is it better now?”
 
   She swiped her hands together a few times to get rid of the sand that coated them. “It went back into normal rhythm, maybe the new drug is finally helping.”
 
   I hugged her to me and kissed her forehead. “I hope so. It might help more if you weren’t so upset.”
 
   “Well, there’s not much I can do about that now, is there?” she asked, all the fight gone from her body. 
 
   “Maybe not when it comes to the circumstances of why we are here, but in other aspects you have all the power.”
 
   “I’m too tired to even figure out what that means.”
 
   “I’m talking about the reason why you ran out of the hotel room to start with. The reasons why you think you have to run away from me, instead of toward me.”
 
   She stood and brushed the sand off her body. “We should go back to the room.”
 
   I stood and took her hand to keep her from moving. “I think we should stay here and talk about this. Every time I try to get a straight answer from you something interrupts us.”
 
   She looked around the beach and shook her head. “I don’t think it’s safe to just sit out here when it’s dark and we can’t see anyone approaching us.”
 
   “So it was okay to do that when you ran out of the room and said you would be fine, because no one knew we were here, but now that you’re faced with answering why you ran out, it’s not safe to be out here?”
 
   “You want the truth?” she asked and I nodded. “I have sand in places I don’t like having sand. I have two layers of clothing on that are wet and sticky, so yeah, I want to go back to the room. I want to take these clothes off and get the sand out of every crevice of my body. I want to order room service and eat until the feeling in the pit of my stomach goes away. I want to climb under the covers and try to make this nightmare go away. I want to pretend that we’re a normal couple who are falling in love with each other for who we are, and not for who our family is or…,” she sucked up a breath as she tried to finish speaking, “or, what we do for a living. I want to hide in the darkness of the night and let you make love to me like I’ve never been made love to before.”
 
   I caught her wrist as she tried to walk away, waiting for her to look at me. “And how is that?”
 
   “Like a man in love.”
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   I settled the phone back in the cradle just as the water went off in the bathroom. I called room service for a late dinner. Very late, since it was almost two a.m., but I was pleased that the resort had no problem fulfilling the needs of its guests. I enjoyed buying properties in the islands because most of them were turnkey operations, which kept my other more cash heavy investments afloat. Besides, my goal was to live here someday. I was tired of the big city life and the more time I spent on the islands, the more I didn’t want to leave. 
 
   The door opened to the bathroom and Katie came out, dressed in a fluffy bathrobe and nothing else. Her hair was slicked back away from her forehead; her face was free of makeup. I took her face in my hands, kissing her with all the passion I had pent up from the last week of being with her, but not being with her. She melted into my arms and whimpered as my tongue forced her lips open. I couldn’t get enough of her. She tilted her head to give me greater access, and she rubbed against the front of my pants each time my tongue explored the roof of her mouth. 
 
   “Good glory, Katie, I want you so bad right now,” I moaned when I pulled away from her for air. She had my shirt fisted in her hands and bright pink patches stained her cheeks. 
 
   I ran my thumbs over the spots and kissed her once more. “You’re so beautiful with no makeup. I wish you didn’t wear it all the time. It hides the way your cheeks turn pink when I kiss you, and distracts from the beautiful tones of your eyes. When I look in them, it’s like looking at the beaches of Honolulu. Soft brown speckled by the colors of God.”
 
   She leaned into my chest. “Make love to me, please.”
 
   I kissed the top of her head and put my arms around her. “If it weren’t for the fact that I called room service like you asked, you’d already be on that bed.”
 
   I felt her shoulders deflate with my words. She sat down, her hands in her lap. “I forgot about that part. I guess I am kind of hungry.”
 
   “Oh, I’m hungry, I’m just not certain it’s for cheese and crackers.” 
 
   “Once they deliver it, cheese and crackers can wait. They won’t go bad.”
 
   I pulled her up off the bed and held her by the lapels of the bathrobe, which was dangerously close to showing me the entire prize. 
 
   “While that is what my body is telling me to do, my mind, and my heart, is telling me to eat the food, so you can tell me the things that are holding you back from trusting me completely. Once you know I love you no matter what, I’ll make you mine.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” she said. 
 
   I kissed her softly, just a short uncomplicated kiss of promise. “You say you want me to make love to you like a man in love would, and that wouldn’t be hard for me. I love you regardless of the things you think will keep us apart. However, if I make love to you before I know what those things are I’ll never be able to prove to you that I don’t care about them. Your heart won’t believe that I love you because your mind will try to convince you that everything will change once you’ve told me the story.”
 
   She nodded, looking down so she didn’t have to meet my eyes. “The things I haven’t told you could very well change how you feel about me, Gideon. That’s why I want you to make love to me, at least then I’ll have that to remember you by.”
 
   “You have a very convoluted sense of what is and isn’t important to me, Katie. I don’t know if that’s because someone has hurt you in the past or if that’s because you think that I will only associate with certain people. But whatever you’re thinking, I will prove you wrong.”
 
   She shrugged one shoulder and her robe slipped off it, leaving it bare to my touch just as a knock rapped on the door. I pointed at the bathroom. “Please go put something on under that robe while I get the door, or I might not be able to maintain my sanity while we talk.”
 
   She did as I asked, but I could tell by her body language she would rather stay. I pulled the revolver from my pants pocket and went to the door, looking through the peephole. The young man on the other side was dressed in what looked like a room service uniform. While he could be an imposter, I had no real way to know, so I kept the gun to my side and opened the door. He pushed the small cart into the room, setting everything up before turning back to the door. “Is there anything else we can get for you, Mr. Campbell?” he asked, standing in front of me. 
 
   I slipped the gun into my pocket and shook my head, handing him a twenty with the other hand. “That should do it. We’ll leave the cart in the hall when we’re finished. We’ll be turning in after we eat.”
 
   “Of course, Mr. Campbell. Please let us know if you need anything or if something isn’t to your liking.”
 
   I opened the door for him and promised I would before locking all the deadbolts again. I set the trays on the table and took the lids off, storing them on the bottom of the cart then poured the wine into our glasses. The bathroom door opened and I looked towards it. 
 
   “You can come out now,” I called. 
 
   She walked into the room, still wearing nothing but the robe. I tried not to groan when I helped her sit and the front gaped open, giving me an ample view of the gifts that awaited me underneath.
 
   “You didn’t put on any clothes,” I groaned. 
 
   She picked up her wine glass, taking a solid swallow of it. “No, I thought you were just saying that to get me out of the room, you know, in case…”
 
   “In case the room service guy wasn’t really the room service guy?” I asked and she nodded. 
 
   I took the revolver from my pocket and set it on the nightstand then took my place at the table. 
 
   “Luckily for us, he was the room service guy.” I winked and she smiled, taking in the table. 
 
   “He didn’t bring cheese and crackers,” she raised a brow and lifted her glass of wine towards me. 
 
   “We haven’t eaten a decent meal in over twenty-four hours. I wasn’t about to feed you cheese and crackers. You’ll enjoy the taste of the tropics with pineapple glazed chicken and grilled zucchini a whole lot more.”
 
   She picked up her knife and cut a piece, running it through the glaze on the plate. “My mother made the best glazed chicken.” She put the piece in her mouth and chewed, her eyes going closed and her head nodding. After she had swallowed it and taken a sip of wine, she smiled. “Hers was good, but this is island wonderful.”
 
   I took a bite of mine, happy she was enjoying the selection I made. 
 
   “I was always grateful my mom taught Freddie and I how to cook. I think sometimes in my generation girls are pushed towards all these other activities outside the home and never learn the things that are important for self-sufficiency.”
 
   “You lived with Winifred for a while, right?” I asked between bites. 
 
   “Several years, actually. After her parents were killed by a hit man, my mom and I moved in with her.”
 
   I set my wine glass down slowly. “A hit man?”
 
   She nodded, stabbing a piece of zucchini. “A real life hit man, not a very good one, but one all the same. It all sounds rather novelish, doesn’t it?”
 
   I laughed and nodded my head a little. “It sounds a lot novelish. Why was he not a good hit man? Wait, first question, why did he kill her parents?”
 
   “Winifred’s father was a very well-known antiquities dealer from Greece. They lived in Minnesota, but he imported all kinds of things from Greece. He had a business associate, his accountant I believe, in Greece who didn’t like the fact that he didn’t make as much as the boss, so he hired a hit man to take him out. He tried to make it look like a mugging gone wrong, but the guy he hired wasn’t very smart. He stopped at a bar on the way out of town and the police caught up with him there.”
 
   She finished the wine in her glass and set it down, her eyes going down to her fork where she pushed the last piece of her chicken around on her plate. 
 
   “I take it Winifred wasn’t with them when this happened?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, she stayed home with me because it was finals. Her parents were going to Greece for their anniversary, so she told them to enjoy a vacation alone. She had no idea it would be the last time she saw them.”
 
   “That’s tragic,” I said, watching her closely. What had been light dinner conversation had become heavy when she said three words. “Why did your face fall and your appetite disappear with the words ‘mugging gone wrong'?”
 
   “Because four years later my mother died from a mugging gone wrong,” she whispered. 
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   She stood by the window looking out at the moon as it shone down on the ocean. She had been standing there quietly for almost five minutes. I was silent, determined to give her however much time she needed to tell this story. I was finishing my glass of wine when she spoke again.
 
   “I was away at college and she was living in Winifred’s house. She was a romance writer.”
 
   I stood and went over to her, laying my hands on her shoulders. “I didn’t know that. How cool is that?”
 
   She nodded, but didn’t turn to look at me. 
 
   “She published over thirty novels before she passed away. She was actually leaving the local office store in Rochester with her newest manuscript when they attacked her. That was back in the day when you had to print off your manuscript at a copy place.”
 
   I nodded and she swallowed, her eyes trained not on something out the window, but on something in her mind. 
 
   “It was late and from what the police tell me she was dragged into an alley by a guy trying to join a gang. He was supposed to mug someone as part of his initiation. When he got her into the alley the gang upped the ante. They told him he was guaranteed membership if he raped and killed her.”
 
   “Oh, Katie,” I sighed, kissing her temple. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”
 
   “He didn’t do it. I guess he got scared and wanted to let my mom go. They said if he didn’t kill her they would because she knew who they were, then they would kill him. He let go of my mom and ran. He went to the cops, but by the time they got there, she was dead. She had been stabbed multiple times in the stomach. She bled out in a back alley, alone.”
 
   I wrapped her in my arms and rocked her, not even sure what to say to someone with that kind of loss in her life. I had lost my mother, but I had time to come to terms with it.
 
   “They called me at college and I came back home. I took care of her business, and eventually went back to school. I should have stayed in Snowberry, but going to Brigham Young was the only way I was going to be able to afford law school.”
 
   I held her and stroked her hair. “Katie love, you wouldn’t have been able to stop it even if you had been in Snowberry.”
 
   She nodded against my chest. “I know; I guess I felt guilty for not being with her in general. She had suffered enough in her life. I couldn’t understand why it had to end that way.”
 
   “Your brother and father.” She nodded again. I led her to the bed and helped her up on it, tucking her legs under the covers and sitting by her. “You said your brother died in an accident, but I don’t know how your dad died.”
 
   “My brother’s accident wasn’t really an accident, at least I don’t think it was. My brother was gay, Gideon. He was a confused, sad, scared young boy who got in his car after the church deserted him and, in my opinion, ended his life. There is no other explanation for hitting a brick wall going over one hundred miles an hour. They determined he hadn’t had a medical event nor was there any problem with the car. The problem was with this heart. It was shattered after what he heard from people that were supposed to care about him. They told him that he wasn’t fit to be in the home of his creator, so I truly believe he went to find out.”
 
   I took her hand and held it in mine. “I love you, Katie,” I whispered, kissing her hand. 
 
   She smiled through her tears, but didn’t say it back. Her chin was trembling too much for her to speak. 
 
   “They excommunicated him didn’t they?” She nodded her head angrily, but still didn’t speak. “Excommunication from the Mormon Church isn’t forever. He would have had the chance to become a member again.”
 
   “Not if he didn’t denounce homosexuality and live by the code of the Mormon Church. My brother was born gay, Gideon. No amount of praying was going to take that away.”
 
   “You’re right, of course. I didn’t think that out before I spoke.”
 
   She shrugged. “It was so humiliating that my father killed himself just a few months later.”
 
   My shoulders slumped and I flipped my legs across the bed so I could pull her to me, resting her on my chest. 
 
   “I found him hanging in the shed outback by the rope my brother always used when he was roping pretend steers.”
 
   “Sweet Jesus,” I whispered, rubbing her arm as she trembled in mine. 
 
   “When my brother died we were in the middle of proceedings to decide if the rest of us would be excommunicated as well for supporting him. After Jimmy died, the church dropped the trial. They allowed us to continue as members, but we were shunned by the congregation. My father couldn’t deal with that, so instead of finding a new church home, or talking to someone about it, he ended his life, too. That left my mom and me alone to fend for ourselves.”
 
   “You must have still been a member of the church if you went to Brigham Young,” I said, trying to sort through the complicated history. 
 
   “I was, until the day I graduated. If I was a member of the Mormon Church, my tuition was marginal and my scholarship covered everything. I didn’t live on campus, so I had to pay for room and board, but that was all I had to worry about.”
 
   “Why didn’t you live on campus?” I asked surprised. 
 
   “I told you, Gideon, we were shunned. It was easier to live off campus and pay for it than to live under their watchful eye, waiting for me to mess up.”
 
   “So when you graduated you left the church?”
 
   She half-snorted half-laughed. “No, I left the church when they excommunicated my mother for writing erotic romance novels, at least I did in my heart. I maintained my enrollment simply so I could finish my degree. Once I graduated I never looked back.”
 
   “Wait, they excommunicated your mother, too?”
 
   “You betcha. The kind of books she wrote were far too risqué. She had to do what she had to do in order to survive. My mother didn’t have a college degree, Gideon. When my dad died, he left her nothing, there was no life insurance or savings. We lived with Freddie to save money on rent and mom worked as a cook at a restaurant. When she wasn’t working, she wrote. It didn’t take her long to figure out the most popular genre and she catered to it. She was an excellent writer, but in the eyes of the church…”
 
   “She was sinning.”
 
   “Yup,” she agreed, popping the ‘p.’ 
 
   “I’m a little bit surprised you have any faith at all. Most people who have gone through what you have, wouldn’t believe.”
 
   “There was a time when I was very adrift, but once I moved back to Snowberry I started attending the non-dominational church in the basement of the community center. I would sit in the back, hoping no one noticed me, and pray for an hour. It was the only place I allowed myself to pray. I wanted to believe if I prayed in a church He wouldn’t have a choice but to listen.”
 
   “Why did you think He wouldn’t listen if you prayed at home?”
 
   “Because I wasn’t praying as much as I was yelling,” she whispered. “I was yelling at him for taking away everyone I ever loved and giving me nothing in return.”
 
   “Do you still feel that way?” 
 
   She shook her head no. “Not anymore, but it took a long time for me to feel loved again. It was probably two months after I started going to church when the minister pointed me out. He asked me to come up to the front with him. I was embarrassed, because everyone knew me, I mean I grew up in the town, but I went up there anyway. He took my hand and said that he felt as if I was there for a reason, that I was there for them to be my family. That morning the whole congregation prayed the Lord’s Prayer with me and for the next week, a meal came to my door each night. I shared it with whoever had brought it and they prayed with me. Saturday night the minister was the one to show up at my door with a pizza. We talked for a long time that night about my loss of faith not actually being a loss of faith. He said my faith was strong, but my heart was weak.” She laughed remembering the words. “He had no idea just how true that was. I know he didn’t mean it in a physical sense, but it was when I began to see that the Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.”
 
   “Job, right?” 
 
   “Yes, Job, but that wasn’t really the meaning of the verse, but it’s still really, really true. He took my entire family from me, but I looked out into the congregation that Sunday and saw a new one. I’d never been accepted socially in Snowberry, first because I was the obscure Mormon girl. People didn’t know what to say or how to act around me. After the accident I was the shunned Mormon girl whose brother and father killed themselves, and whose mother wrote smut. I mean, geez, if the Mormons shunned her she must really be bad.”
 
   I shook my head. “Snowberry doesn’t understand the Mormon culture, that’s all. They had nothing against you.”
 
   “I would agree with you, but then I can’t say I understand the Mormon culture, either. I don’t begrudge them their beliefs, but when they hurt other children of the God they say they are serving then they aren’t my beliefs, let’s leave it at that.”
 
   She clammed up and refused to look at me. I bent down and looked up at her, so I could see her face. “They aren’t my beliefs, either. You aren’t going to offend me for being honest. Like I told you, I found my faith, but I didn’t find it in a church building. I found it only by the insistence of the woman who birthed me, and in the eyes of the woman I should never have let go. Sometimes the Lord taketh in order to giveth.”
 
   She shrugged. “I guess. Sometimes I think what happens in life is just life and the only thing we can do is go to Him for comfort.”
 
   “Does He give you comfort when you go to Him?”
 
   “Every time, but usually He also scolds me for trying to lie to him about what I’m feeling.”
 
   I smiled and rubbed her cheek. “Something tells me that change of heart you had in the bathroom yesterday had something to do with Him.”
 
   She gazed up at me and I soaked up the look in her eyes. They were honest in a way I suspected I might never see again. 
 
   “You’d be right. He told me I loved you, but I was too afraid to get my heart broken again to admit it.”
 
   “That’s the part I’m still having a hard time figuring out. Why do you think that I’m going to break your heart? Nothing that happened in your family was your fault.”
 
   She covered her mouth with her hand and it was shaking. I wanted to comfort her, but I didn’t know how. I didn’t know why she was so upset, so I waited for her to explain it to me. She squeezed her eyes shut and a tear squeezed out between the lashes. I rubbed her arm, letting her know I was there, but not interrupting whatever it was that she was trying to fight to bring to the surface. 
 
   “Remember when you said you wouldn’t have sex with me all those months ago because I couldn’t tell you if I was on birth control?” she asked, her voice shaking as she spoke. 
 
   “Yes, I remember.”
 
   She undid the belt around the robe and pulled it open. There was a rather long scar just below her belly button. I traced it with my finger, completely ignoring the fact that she was naked beneath the robe. 
 
   “They took my uterus right before they placed my new heart valve. I…I didn’t have a choice. I can’t give you children, Gideon,” she cried. 
 
   I looked up and saw in her eyes that what she just told me was the real reason she was trying to keep me at arm’s length. Whether she loved me or not, she couldn’t give me a child. 
 
   “If you fall in love with me you’re the last of the Armstrong line. I can’t ask you to give up the chance to have children just because I can’t. I can’t ask anyone to do that.”
 
   I pulled her onto my lap and held her to me, forcing myself to keep from holding her so tightly I hurt her. 
 
   “Katie, it’s too late, sweetheart. I’m already in love with you. The fact that you can’t give me a child has absolutely no bearing on that whatsoever.”
 
   She shook her head frantically. “Don’t say that. You don’t mean it. You just think you do. A few years from now, you’ll want a child. You’ll start to resent me for not being able to give you one.”
 
   I held her face and kissed her lips, tasting the saltiness of her tears. “Tell me why they took your uterus.”
 
   “I never started my, um,” she paused and swallowed, waving her hand a little. 
 
   “Your period?”
 
   She nodded quickly. “Right, that. At first, they added it to the list of side effects from my heart problem, but they did an ultrasound just to be sure. They discovered that my uterus was misshapen. The doctors were relatively sure I would never get pregnant, but if I did it would have been disastrous.”
 
   “Because?”
 
   “They were about to put a valve in my heart that was artificial. That meant I would have to take a drug that thins my blood.”
 
   “Coumadin.”
 
   “How did you know that?” 
 
   “I saw your medication bottles. I know what Coumadin does.”
 
   Her mouth made an O and she eventually nodded. “I have to take it to prevent clots because of the valve. It’s not safe for pregnancy.”
 
   “Aren’t there other medications that thin your blood, but are safe for pregnancy?” 
 
   “There are, but it’s still not ideal. It greatly increases the risks to the baby and the mother. If that were the only issue then maybe I would have hesitated longer, but…. See, Gideon, my heart is weak. Pregnancy requires a lot from a woman’s body.”
 
   “So pregnancy would stress your heart and that might cause even more problems.”
 
   She nodded, her chin trembling again. “Pregnancy could cause my heart to give out and both the baby and I would die. Add to that my uterus was questionable if it could sustain a life for nine months and suddenly I was faced with a decision no one should have to make at sixteen. I knew the only choice was the hysterectomy, because if I got pregnant accidentally I wouldn’t be able to kill my own child just so I could live.”
 
   I held her to me and kissed her. “I’m so sorry, honey. You’ve suffered so unjustly in life, but I want you to know I don’t care about what you can’t give me. I care about what you do give me. You give me so much hope for my life that I can’t imagine going back to the way it was last week when I felt none.”
 
   “But I know you want a child,” she insisted. 
 
   I nodded. “I do want a child, with you.”
 
   She struggled out of my hold, but only managed to get out of the robe. She sat in front of me naked as the day she was born without even realizing it. “That’s why I’m trying to tell you this can’t happen!”
 
   I held her bare arms and rubbed them to quiet her. “Do you want to have a baby with me?”
 
   “Gideon,” she moaned, “did you hear anything I said?”
 
   I nodded. “I heard it all, but answer me, please.”
 
   She looked down at her hands, her voice falling to a whisper. “I’ve always dreamed of having a little girl who I could teach all the things her grandma would have if she were alive. When I look at you I dream about a little boy who looks like you and loves to go flying in a hopter scopter.”
 
   Her voice broke on the last word and I wiped the tear that fell from her eye. “I see a little girl who has the same eyes as you and beautiful long hair I can braid.” Her eyes rounded and I smiled encouragingly. “Yes, I know how to braid. My mother had long hair all her life and I always wanted to braid it.”
 
   “I hope someday your dream comes true, Gideon,” she whispered, looking down at herself. It must have struck her that she was naked because she crossed her arms over her breasts ashamed. 
 
   I removed her arms again, determined to show her that she couldn’t hide from me. 
 
   “You know, there’s more than one way to skin a cat,” I joked and she finally looked up, one brow furrowed. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “That’s what my dad used to say all the time. Makes you stop and think, which was always his point, but he was right. Maybe you can’t carry a child, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be parents. Do you have eggs?” 
 
   “Yes, there is just no place for them to go each month so they die and are reabsorbed.”
 
   “So, technically speaking we can still have our child, genetically, if we find a surrogate to carry the child for us.”
 
   “That’s true, but it’s very expensive.”
 
   I rubbed her cheek. “Why do you think He said I needed those extra years of experience before we met? I have money, Katie, and I would give it all up to give you the one thing you never believed you could have. There are a lot of ways to bring a child into our life, genetically ours or not, they would still carry our name, but more importantly they would carry our love.”
 
   Her whole body was trembling as she stared into my eyes. The thing she had believed to be a punishment for so long was suddenly wiped away with the truth of my words. I could give, and would give, her the world, if only she would let me. I rubbed the scar in the center of her chest rougher than I wanted, but she wasn’t breathing. “Honey, you have to remember to breathe. What are you thinking right now?”
 
   I heard her audible intake of air and then a sob escaped on the exhale. “I love you so much in this moment I can’t speak,” she cried, her arms going around my neck. Her warm body was like balm to my soul. I wrapped my arms around her back and kissed her neck. 
 
    “Tell me what you’re thinking,” she whispered from over my shoulder.
 
   “I’m thinking that I love you like the ocean loves the moon, Katie. Without the moon, the ocean doesn’t know when to rise and when to fall. Without you I’m not the same man I am when I’m with you.” I pressed a kiss to her cheek and she turned her head, so I could kiss her lips. 
 
   Her naked body and sweet lips ignited a fire deep inside me. Every second her body lingered against mine was stoking it, and every whimper from the back of her throat was adding fuel. It was becoming harder and harder to control.
 
   I laid her down on the bed and lowered my head to capture the nipple that was begging for my touch.
 
   “Oh, Gideon,” she moaned when my tongue flicked across the tender bud. “Don’t stop, please,” she begged. 
 
   I replaced my mouth with my thumb, moving up to claim her lips again. When I touched her between her legs she thrust up, her hips telling me how much she wanted me to make her feel alive. I laid over her, both hands in her hair and my lips on hers. 
 
   “Please,” she whimpered, but I know she knew it wasn’t going to happen. I could see it in her eyes. 
 
   I kept my lips near hers, kissing them every few seconds until she calmed. “I want to make love to you right now, can you feel how much?” She nodded with wide eyes. “I can’t. You know that. I can’t let your first time be like this.”
 
   “We’re alone and I love you, what’s wrong with that?”
 
   I ran my hand down her face and my thumb across her lips. “There’s nothing wrong, but you’ve been travelling on a plane for nearly an entire day. You’re exhausted. You need to get some rest before you do something you’ll regret.”
 
   “I wouldn’t regret making love to you,” she said weakly.
 
   I kissed the tip of her nose and tried to hide just how badly I wanted to believe that. “Do you want me to be honest?” I asked and she nodded, the light in her eyes going out a little. “I’m worried that if you don’t get some rest before we make love your heart might not be able to take the exertion. I don’t want that to ruin the moment.”
 
   She laughed softly and my own heart didn’t feel so heavy in my chest. “My, you do think highly of your skills in bed.”
 
   “Don’t even get me started, sweetheart.” I winked and she smiled softly, pulling the bathrobe back around her when I sat up. 
 
   I put the empty plates back on the cart and pushed it into the hall, after checking for anyone loitering near our door. I relocked the door and stashed the half a bottle of wine in the fridge. I shut down the lights with one hand while stripping my clothes off with the other, but left my now deflated boxers on. 
 
   “It’s almost three a.m. We should sleep so we can enjoy our time in paradise.”
 
   I sat on the bed and she pointed towards her bag. “Would you grab my nightgown? This bathrobe is not comfortable for sleeping in.”
 
   I untied the belt and let it slide off her shoulders. It was pure torture to see her sweet breasts, but I forced myself to finish the job, pulling it out from under her. 
 
   “This is paradise, Katie. You don’t need a nightgown. You get to sleep under the silky sheets naked, with me.”
 
   She slipped her legs under the blankets and turned onto her left side, tucking the pillow under her head. “That sounds nice…”
 
   I shut the light off and lay behind her, snuggling her to my body. She was already asleep, the soft rise and fall of her chest easily felt with my hand resting there, right between her asymmetrical breasts, right over the heart that was perfect.
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   I woke with a start. I sat up, my breath fast and uneven as I looked about the room. Where was I?
 
   “Katie? What’s wrong?” Gideon asked. Hearing his voice brought me back to the hotel room again. 
 
   I rubbed my forehead and tried to slow my breathing, the dream still vivid in my mind. I focused on the light filtering through the room darkening curtains. The clock on the table said six a.m. I had only been asleep for three hours? 
 
   His hand moved up my bare back and stopped at my neck, massaging it. “Are you okay?”
 
   I lay down again, resting my cheek on his chest. “Sorry, I just had a bad dream I guess. Go back to sleep.”
 
   “You’re trembling.”
 
   “It was scary,” I whispered. “We were walking on the beach and…”
 
   He rubbed my arm and kissed my shoulder with warm lips, “And?”
 
   “Someone shot you. You fell into my arms and your blood was all over me.” I tried to force my voice to stay in lawyer mode, but there was too much fear in my belly. 
 
   “Shhhh, I’m right here, honey. No one is shooting anyone. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   I nodded my head on his soft chest and took a few deep breaths. “I don’t think I can go back to sleep right now.”
 
   He laid me back on the pillows and then propped his head on his hand. “I love you.”
 
   I smiled. “I love you, too. I wish we were here on a lovers’ getaway, not because our lives depended on it.”
 
   “It can’t be both?” he asked, his eyes shining as mine adjusted to the dim light. 
 
   The room was cold and I could feel my nipples reacting to the coolness of the air. I reached for the sheet, but he stopped the motion of my hands. 
 
   “I’m enjoying the view, right here, in my bed, if you don’t mind.” 
 
   I let go of the silk sheet and relaxed into the pillow. He traced the scar that ran across my belly with his finger and I felt my muscles tremble under his touch. 
 
   “In reference to your question, I suppose it could be both, if we want it to be.”
 
   One side of his lips went up. “I want it to be. How about you?”
 
   I swallowed and nodded, the earlier fear replaced by a sensation of heat slithering through me like a snake on a mission. Anticipation sat in my belly and I knew the time was near.
 
   “I love your scars,” he whispered and I looked up into his eyes. “They are tangible proof of the battles you fought and won. These marks tell me so much. I see all the times when life tried to bring you down, but you rose up, fought, and won.”
 
   “I never looked at it that way. I always saw them as marks that took me further and further away from being perfect, which was something I really wanted. I really wanted to be perfect.”
 
   “The definition of perfect is to have all the required or desired elements, qualities or characteristics, which to me means you’re perfect. Regardless of the marks on your skin, you have all the qualities I desire. You’re beautiful, smart, caring, honest, and strong with a fighting spirit that can only be called courageous.” He rubbed his hand up the scar, stopping at my neckline. “That is my definition of perfect.”
 
   “I really needed to hear that, thank you.”
 
   He kissed my hand and sat up, looking down at me with the most wonderful look on his face. “I should be thanking you, for giving me that second chance a few weeks ago. If your heart wasn’t so willing to forgive I wouldn’t have had a chance to show you how much I’ve changed.”
 
   His words filled me with pride and confidence that I hadn’t felt just a few minutes earlier. “I think we’ve both learned a lot about ourselves over the last year.”
 
   He ran a hand down my face and rubbed his thumb across my bottom lip. “I sure have. I don’t want to feel that way ever again, so don’t even think about leaving me. Got it?”
 
   I kissed his thumb as an answer and he got off the bed, going to the small wet bar. 
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked, sitting up against the soft headboard. 
 
   He came back over with the bottle of wine and two glasses. He set them on the nightstand before he climbed back into the massive bed. It was so high you practically needed stairs, but the way the down encompassed you made it worth the effort. 
 
   “I want to propose a toast,” he answered, filling the wine glasses half-full and resting the bottle in the ice bucket. He handed me the glass and raised his. 
 
   “To Cupid, for shooting his arrow into my lifeless heart.”
 
   I smiled and chuckled a little before raising my own glass. “To Cupid.”
 
   We clinked glasses and drank the sweet red wine. I was still naked and while I should have been embarrassed, I wasn’t. All of my imperfections were showing, but suddenly they didn’t feel like imperfections anymore. They felt like battle scars that I should wear proudly. 
 
   My glass was empty and I could already feel the alcohol relaxing me. He took the glass and set it next to his, then leaned down and drank from my lips the same as he had the glass - quickly, and thirstily. His hand rubbed a circle on my stomach, over to my side and up to the spot just below my breasts. 
 
   He ended the kiss, and I could feel him pulling away, wanting to wait, waiting for me.
 
   “The best way to make this a lovers’ paradise is to actually make love to me,” I whispered against his lips.
 
   “We can be in love without you giving yourself to me,” he answered, his eyes closed.
 
   “What’s stopping you from taking me right here, right now?” I asked, shifting my head to look into his eyes. 
 
   “Honestly?” I nodded and he kissed me again, his eyes closed and his whole body trembled. “The idea of being your first makes me afraid I won’t be good enough.”
 
   I reached up and caressed his chin, the five o’clock shadow rough under my fingers. “This isn’t about your skills in bed, is it?”
 
   He shook his head minutely. “For some men, being a woman’s first is a feeling of satisfaction, of taking a trophy home with them. I don’t feel that way.”
 
   “How do you feel?” I asked, my hand running down his chest and resting at the muscles just above his waistband. I don’t know what you call them, but they put my libido into overdrive just looking at them. 
 
   “This isn’t about being your first, for me. This is about being your only.”
 
   I raised my eyes to his and smiled. “I’ve waited twenty-seven years for the man who would be my only. I’m looking at him.”
 
   He moaned and took my lips again, kissing me until I finally had to push him away just to breathe. He lowered his lips to my neck and down the length of my scar until he was between my breasts placing kisses up and down the sides of each one. I grabbed his head and moved so the next kiss landed directly on my nipple. He sucked it into his mouth gently and ran his tongue around the bud, warming it. I arched my back, pressing it further into his mouth. He tugged with his teeth until he let it go completely, making me mourn the loss of him against me. 
 
   He sat up and took an ice cube from the bucket, sucking at the dripping water. He ran it from my belly button all the way to my right breast, painfully slow, until he circled the now flaccid nipple. In seconds, it was hard again, straining towards his lips when they came down over it. I whimpered in response, a sound of desperate need that only he could fill. He rose up on his knees and kissed my lips as his hand performed the same ice cube torture on my left nipple. 
 
   “Oh, Gideon. I want you so much right now,” I sighed, his tongue back on my nipple, warming it from the cold cube. 
 
   His hand strayed to between my legs subtly but purposefully. His fingers slipped inside me effortlessly and he moaned low against my breast. “You’re ready for me, aren’t you?” he asked, kneeling before me. 
 
   I reached out and lowered his boxers. The wonder of seeing him up close was consuming me and I wanted to touch him, kiss him, and feel him inside me. I circled him with my hand and felt his hardness, his power, and his need, but it didn’t scare me, because I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. I kissed the tip and ran my tongue around him in a circle that drew a gasp and a hip thrust from him instantaneously. 
 
   “Katie,” he sighed as I kissed the length of him.  “Do you understand what you’re doing to me?” 
 
   “Mmmmhmmmm,” I moaned, watching his face as it sent vibrations all the way through him.
 
   He captured my face and brought me up to meet his lips, where he kissed me until I went limp so he could lower me to the bed. 
 
   “Take me now, Gideon, please,” I begged, but he put a finger to my lips, his eyes hooded. 
 
   “Soon, love, but first,” he said, his hand reaching for the ice bucket again. “I’m going to torture you a little bit longer. Open your legs.”
 
   I did what he said and he ran the cube from the mound of hair down to my bare lips. The initial coldness quickly changed to a feeling that made my thighs quiver with anticipation as his tongue lapped up the melting cube. 
 
   I wound my hands in his hair and he stopped, looking up at me. “Tell me what you want, Katie.”
 
   “I want you inside me, now,” I ordered. 
 
   He rose up over me, his tip resting at my entrance. “Tell me to stop, now, Katie,” he begged, but instead I thrust up with my hips and felt him fill me completely. 
 
   I moaned and wiggled my bottom a little, trying to get used to the feeling that was so foreign, but so welcome.
 
   “Katie, oh sweet Katie,” he sighed. “I want to stay here forever.” He moved slowly, watching my face for the cues he needed. “Am I hurting you?” he asked against my lips, nipping at the bottom one. 
 
   “No, you feel so good, I want to fly with you,” I begged. 
 
   He thrust into me again gently, until I pressed back and settled him even deeper. He gasped, pulling a nipple into his mouth, staying buried deep inside me. I was writhing under him, trying to find my own release, but he held me there, just on the precipice of total abandonment. 
 
   I was just relaxing into the feeling when he thrust his hips upwards, touching parts of me that had never been touched by anyone. 
 
   “Katie, it’s been too long, I can’t hold on much longer,” he cried softly. 
 
   “I’m ready,” I promised, wrapping my legs around his waist and lifting my hips upwards. He slipped another inch deeper. That was the moment he hit the spot everyone says is just waiting for the right guy to come along. I couldn’t stop the wave of convulsions that began in the very depths of me. My cries were almost soundless as I ran my nails down his back, grasping him with every ounce of power I had. He stilled in me, moaning with each second that passed until I had come down a little from my own ascent. He began to move again, finding just the right rhythm to lose control and start that short dive off the tall cliff. 
 
   “Katie,” he called, stilling inside of me, “can we go now?” he asked, thrusting forward one more time. I felt myself jump right over the cliff again, my hand in his.
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   Kate
 
    
 
    
 
   I finished chatting with the bookmobile driver and wandered to a bench near the store Gideon had gone into. I tucked the brochure the driver had given me in my purse, wanting to call Freddie that minute and tell her about it. The public libraries in Hawaii had multiple bookmobiles that went out and served the islands in areas where it was difficult for patrons to get to the physical building. Maybe they weren’t as fancy as Winfred’s bookmobile, but they did the same kind of work, improving literacy of children in small towns and villages.
 
   I looked around the town of Kahului. It was bustling with people shopping, eating, and generally enjoying the beautiful sunny day. It was so odd to be in shorts and a t-shirt at the end of January. I was sure back home in Minnesota it was probably twenty below with a brisk wind. I could get used to spending time on the islands if the last three days had been any indication. 
 
   After we made love the first night we fell into an exhausted sleep and didn’t wake until a knock on the door around noon. Gideon found a note under the door from the guard Sebastian had sent. He had come with news about the events in Chicago, which brought the whole ‘lovers’ paradise and staying safe at the same time’ to a screeching halt. 
 
   We immediately met with him to find out what the police had learned. Gideon answered some questions the police had and then Thaddeus assured us he would get the information back to Sebastian. He told us to act like tourists and he would have our backs at all times, so that’s what we did. 
 
   We went snorkeling at the reef, walked on the beach, paddle boarded, and sunned ourselves for the last two days. Gideon wanted to take me scuba diving, but because my heart doesn’t allow me to do that, we settled on snorkeling instead. It was the most amazing day of my life. The reef was teaming with beautiful fish that weren’t the least bit concerned by us being there. The ecosystem was in harmony and I felt a peace I hadn’t for many years. Gideon held my hand the entire time we were under the water and I knew he would hold my hand for the rest of my life if I let him, and I really wanted to let him. When we were alone together in our room, we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. One of the two of us was always starting something. We had finally made love in the water, granted it was in the huge hot tub in our room, but it felt like we had come full circle. 
 
   Later, when he would hold me before we slept, he told me that he would figure out a way to give me a child. He promised, no matter what he had to do, I would have his child. His words filled me with so much love and joy I couldn’t speak. I was afraid it would all flow out of me and I would lose the feeling it gave me. Hearing him tell me that not being able to have children wasn’t a deal breaker for him, was what gave me more hope than I’ve ever had before. 
 
   When he didn’t look down on me for what my family was, it solidified in my mind that maybe, just maybe, we could be soul mates like He had told me not so many days ago. I smiled when Gideon said we don’t get to choose our family, but we can choose how we want to live our life after they are gone. He pointed out all the things I had done that were positive since I lost them, including a successful law career and being a sister to a woman who needed me more than even a blood sister might. I was missing that woman right now and I wanted to tell her all the things that had changed since I left Snowberry. I prayed that, after tonight, I would be able to do that. 
 
   We had come into town to kill time before the big ‘takedown’ tonight. Apparently, the police in Chicago had a plan to catch this nut and I was all too ready for that to happen. The resort Gideon was interested in buying was beautiful, gracious, and exactly what he was looking to add to his acquisitions. It was on the coastline not too far from Kahului and we were exploring options for tourists outside of the usual recreation that comes with the islands. I was impressed so far with the cuisine offerings and the many different entertainment options, including the theater at the University of Maui.
 
   I looked about and chuckled to myself a little. If Thaddeus was trying to be inconspicuous, he was failing at it miserably right now, but I couldn’t blame him for sticking close. Gideon had been in the store for quite a while now. Even I was getting nervous. After shopping, we planned to walk back to the resort and spend the rest of the day in the hotel room until we heard that their trap had worked and they had the guy.
 
   I felt something go around my neck and his lips near my ear. “You’ve been lei’d.”
 
   I touched the flowers around my neck and looked up at him. He was wearing a grin from ear-to-ear and a matching lei around his neck.
 
   “Hi, I was just starting to worry about you. Thank you for the beautiful lei.”
 
   He came around the bench and took my hand, pulling me up. He put his arm around my waist as we walked back towards the harbor and the resort. 
 
   “Its not nearly as beautiful as you. Are you having fun?”
 
   I rested my head on his shoulder. “I am, but I’m getting tired. I’m looking forward to napping the rest of the afternoon away with you.”
 
   He chuckled and kissed my forehead. “I wasn’t planning on napping.”
 
   “Oh, really? What were you planning?”
 
   “Making up for lost time,” he answered, but said nothing more. 
 
   We walked in silence for another mile until we neared the hotel. “Do you really think they will get this guy tonight and we’ll finally be free to go back home?”
 
   He squeezed me a little tighter. “I want to say yes, but he doesn’t seem like the type to get caught in a trap. He seems like the type who will see this kind of play coming and turn it around to his advantage.”
 
   “That’s depressing.”
 
   “I just don’t want you to get your hopes up. We don’t have a clue whom this is or why they’re angry with me. The cops seem to be confident they will get him, so I’m leaving it in the hands of the professionals because it’s not my field.”
 
   “I love being here with you, don’t get me wrong, but I want to talk to Freddie. I’m worried about her being pregnant and worried about me.”
 
   He stopped and turned me towards him, kissing my lips in a tender ‘I understand’ kind of away. “If I could, I would take you to her now, but I can’t. If you can be patient for a few more hours, hopefully this will all be over.”
 
   I leaned into his chest and kissed the skin above the open button on his silk shirt. “I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too,” he smiled, taking my hand and pulling me down towards the beach. 
 
   “Don’t you want to go to the room?” I asked, pointing back towards the hotel.
 
   “We will, but a walk in the sand won’t hurt, will it?”
 
   I looked behind me and saw Thaddeus still trailing us. He had his sunglasses on and his hands in his pockets, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   He leaned in, whispering in my ear, “Thaddeus has our backs, just relax and enjoy yourself, okay?”
 
   “I am enjoying myself. I want to enjoy every second I’m here in the sun and the surf because once we’re back in the Midwest, it’s going to be a distant memory.”
 
   “It doesn’t have to be,” he said. 
 
   I stopped, pulling my flip-flops off and carrying them in one hand. “What do you mean?” I asked, my sunglasses slipping down my nose.
 
   He pushed them back and then tapped my nose with his finger. “I mean that my office in Chicago is completely unsalvageable and I have to rebuild. I don’t want to rebuild in Chicago. I want to rebuild wherever you are. If that means you want to stay in Snowberry then I’ll make that my home office, but if you are willing to leave Snowberry, I would be very content to make my home office here in the islands.”
 
   Our hands swung between us as we walked and I stared straight ahead. “The only thing keeping me in Snowberry is Freddie, really. Yes, I have the law firm, but a job is a job. I can practice law anywhere.”
 
   “But you can’t be a sister and an aunt if you’re not in Snowberry.”
 
   “It would be a lot harder; that’s for sure,” I agreed. “I want you to do what’s best for your business, Gideon. If Snowberry isn’t what’s best for you then you can’t live there just for me.”
 
   He stopped walking near a group of palm trees that provided some shade from the otherwise warm afternoon sun. He pulled me to him and kissed me, his lips painting a picture of all the reasons why he could live in Snowberry just for me.
 
   “I can run my business from anywhere, Katie. I don’t need to be in a specific geographic location to do what I need to do. My point behind bringing this up is in a few hours our lives are going to come to a turning point and we will both have to decide what is most important to us. I choose you. My business is second in my life now. It will do what I want it to do, not the other way around.”
 
   I nodded and bit my lip. He was right. In a few hours our lives were going to change again and new decisions will have to be made, but I wasn’t ready to make them yet. 
 
   “As long as I know you choose me and you know I choose you, can we leave the rest up in the air for now? I feel off kilter and don’t want to make any decisions about my job or my home until I feel like I’m not walking across quicksand.”
 
   He laughed and held my chin, kissing my lips. “I love that you can see the humor in something that isn’t all that funny, so yes, we can wait to make decisions until we aren’t walking on quicksand.”
 
   He pulled me to him and rested his hands on my belly as we looked out over the ocean. “It’s coming up on a year since we’ve known each other.”
 
   I twisted around to peer at him, one brow lifted in the air. “We’ve only been together for ten days. What are you talking about a year?”
 
   “We met on Valentine’s Day, right?” 
 
   “Yes, but we haven’t been together for an entire year.”
 
   “Have you dated anyone else since you met me?” he asked and I shook my head. “Have I crossed your mind every day since we parted ways almost a year ago?” I nodded, catching my bottom lip in my teeth. “In the last week have you felt like you’ve known me forever?” I nodded again and he kissed my raised eyebrow until I lowered it. “Then in my opinion, our hearts have been together for almost a year, even if we weren’t together in a physical sense. Sometimes the heart knows things we don’t.”
 
   “So much has happened since we were in Hawaii last time.”
 
   “Has it really?” he asked quietly. “Has your life really changed that much?”
 
   I shrugged. “Probably only for the worse. I see Freddie less now than I ever did before, which I understand, of course, but it makes for a lonely life. I spend every night at home working or trying to figure out a way to shake the feeling of overwhelming sadness at having no one I’m close to. I signed up for a dating service right before you came to Snowberry as a matter of fact.”
 
   He turned me to look at him. “You did?”
 
   “The weekend before you came, I was so lonely I was sitting with my head in my hands crying. I was full of turmoil over what happened with you and why I couldn’t let it go. I decided entering the dating world again was the only way to forget you. I wrote the ad, but never published it. I just didn’t have the heart to go through the motions of actually dating anyone.”
 
   He ran his hand down my face and cupped my neck. “Why do you think that is?”
 
   “The answer is obvious, now. Then I let myself believe it was because I didn’t care about life, that life would never be what I wanted it to be.”
 
   “And now?” he asked, his eyes transfixed on mine. 
 
   “Now I know that my heart ached for you and no one else was going to ease that ache.”
 
   He smiled, his hand taking mine. “Have I eased the ache?” 
 
   “In ways you may never know. Standing here with our lives back home in so much upheaval, I should be worried sick about it, but I’m not. I’m content to trust that you will find a way out of this so we can be together.”
 
   He kissed my hand and smiled in a way I had yet to witness before. “I’m glad you feel that way, sweetheart. While we’re still here in paradise, I want to ask you something. I’ll understand if you can’t answer me right now, but I want you to know how much I want us to be together.”
 
   He knelt on one knee and pulled a box from his pocket. The hinge creaked as he lifted the lid and inside was a round band, made from a beautiful teak wood polished to a glistening shine. He took it from the box and held it up. 
 
   “I couldn’t find a traditional engagement ring on short notice, so I hope you don’t mind that I’m proposing today with the promise of any ring you want when we get back home. I chose this one because of the words burned into the wood.”
 
   He turned the ring so I could see the black script inside. 
 
   “It says, ‘O ku'u aloha no 'oe’. In Hawaiian, that means ‘You are indeed my love.’ It was sitting there amongst all these other rings, none of which were inscribed, and I knew it was a message from Him that now is our time, because you are, indeed, my love. Nothing was more obvious to me than walking into your office and having all those feelings of discord and hopelessness disappear when I saw your face. That was all I needed to know, that one day I would marry you. I could follow a more traditional path to engagement, but the end result would be me on bended knee begging you to marry me, and make life worth living. So, instead, here in this beautiful paradise, I’m asking you to be my wife. To be the other half of my heart, so I can continue to fix yours the way God intended.”
 
   The sound of the ocean and the wind blowing through the trees above us disappeared with the words he spoke. I couldn’t speak, the things he said affecting me in such a way all I could do was nod yes. I sucked up air and lost the tears that were threatening to fall when he stood. 
 
   “Is that a ‘Yes, I will marry you Gideon Armstrong’?’” he asked, somewhat jokingly. 
 
   I nodded again, swiping at a tear that was running down my face. I took his hand and held it to my chest. “Do you feel that?” 
 
   He cocked his head. “Feel what?”
 
   “My heartbeat. For the first time in months, it’s beating like a normal person’s heart beats, strong, even, and for you. I don’t have answers for any of the other questions in our lives, but I have the answer to this one. Yes, I will marry you, Gideon Armstrong.”
 
   His eyes lit up when he heard my answer and he slid the ring onto my finger, the cool wood smooth against my skin. I looked down at my hand and he pulled me against him. 
 
   “I love you so much, Katie Penelope Kupid,” he whispered, his teeth capturing my earlobe for just a moment when we heard clapping. 
 
   I turned to look down the beach and walking towards us was a man dressed in island clothing, his cotton pants whipping around his legs as he approached. 
 
   “Congratulations, Strong,” he shouted. 
 
   Gideon pushed me behind him instinctively. “Graham? What are you doing here?” Gideon asked when the man stopped a few feet from us.
 
   I looked past him towards where Thaddeus should be, but saw nothing except empty sand. 
 
   “Your paid muscle is taking a nap. Don’t worry, I didn’t hurt him; he’s not whom I’m after,” Graham spat at Gideon. 
 
   “Who are you after, Graham?” Gideon asked, his tone of voice steely cold. 
 
   “You haven’t figured it out yet? I told you I was coming for you. Did you think you could escape me by leaving the mainland? I find humor in the whole thing. You were telling me exactly what I wanted to know every time you called in.”
 
   Gideon waved his hand in front of him, while pushing me even further behind him with the other. 
 
   “Why do you want to hurt me? I’ve done nothing but treat you like family. Katie has done absolutely nothing to you, yet you’ve put her in danger. If it’s money you want, why didn’t you just ask?”
 
   “Oh, you are a misguided man, aren’t you Strong?”
 
   “Inciting terror is not a way to sit across the table and come to an agreement, Graham.”
 
   The man pulled a gun from his pocket and aimed it at Gideon. My heart froze and I wanted to do something, anything, to keep him safe. My hand snaked towards Gideon’s pocket where I knew his revolver was.
 
   Graham waved the gun at Gideon. “Don’t even think about getting the gun from his pocket, Katie.”
 
   I lowered my hands at his words and watched Gideon’s Adam’s apple bob up and down.
 
   “I don’t want to sit across the table from you, Strong. I want to take your table and make it mine, the way it should be!”
 
   Gideon put his hands up slowly. “Graham, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I will listen, just put the gun down. I mean you no harm, never have. I’ve loved you like a brother.”
 
   “You are my brother!” the man shouted, waving the gun around. “Only you got to live the charmed life I was denied!” He jabbed his finger in his chest while aiming the gun at us. 
 
   “Whoa, dude, I’m an only child.”
 
   Graham shook his head vehemently. “No, you were raised as an only child; do you understand there is a difference?” He was shouting, moving towards us threateningly. 
 
   Gideon took a step back, forcing me to take a step back as well. “So you’re claiming that we share a father?”
 
   “I’m not claiming anything. I have proof,” he said menacingly, the gun barely wavering in his hand. 
 
   “Your father slept with my mother when you were two years old. I was the result of that illicit affair that spanned over three years. You’re always bragging about your high and mighty Mormon parents, and you had no clue just what your father really was.”
 
   “What does killing me now solve?” Gideon asked, trying to move towards the left where the trees would offer shelter. 
 
   “If you’re dead I can come forward as the heir to the Armstrong dynasty. I’ll be rich and finally living the life I was denied as a child. While you were eating steak, my mother couldn’t afford bread. While you were attending the finest schools money could buy, I was stuck in the inner city of Chicago trying to survive. It looks like the tables have finally turned.”
 
   Gideon was shaking his head no. “You don’t understand, Graham. My parents weren’t rich. I went to private school, but that was because I had a scholarship. My father was a pharmacist and my mother was a secretary for the hospital. The only thing my parents owned was the pharmacy in Snowberry.”
 
   The gun wavered for a just a second, but he recovered quickly. “It really doesn’t matter, does it? Whether you own all the other properties or they did, now they will be mine. As next of kin the rights to your business would automatically go to me.”
 
   I couldn’t let this go on any longer. I stepped to the side of Gideon. “That’s not entirely true, Graham.” My voice was shaking, which gave my confident tone a weak quality, but I plowed on. “If you can prove your father was Gideon Armstrong Sr. you are legally entitled to half of the sale from the pharmacy, but that’s all. The only way you’re entitled to any part of Gideon’s business holdings is if he included you in the will.”
 
   He turned the gun on me. “Shut up, I didn’t ask for your opinion!”
 
   I took a step back and saw a shadow to my right. I heard yelling, but before I could decipher the words, I saw the flash of a muzzle, felt a burning pain in my neck, and the light of day dissolved into the dark of night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    [image: 22] 
 
   Gideon
 
    
 
    
 
   Everything was a blur as Thaddeus tackled Graham. The deafening sound of the gun going off and the bullet whizzing past my ear spun me around. Katie crumpled to the ground in a heap just as my legs went out from under me.
 
   Thaddeus was attempting to subdue Graham and yelled at me, “Gideon, grab his feet!” 
 
   My hand clamped down over Graham’s ankles, his thrashing making it difficult for Thaddeus to get the cuffs on him. Graham was still cussing and yelling about how I’ve ruined his life when Thaddeus slapped a pair of disposable cuffs on his ankles after cuffing his hands behind his back. He looked like a trussed up turkey, but was flopping around like a fish. 
 
   I let go of Graham and grabbed Katie, resting her head on my lap. She was bleeding from somewhere near her neck and out cold. I felt for a pulse and it was there, but I knew things were bad. 
 
   “You, son of a bitch! You shot her!” I yelled, grabbing Katie up into my arms. “I can’t believe you shot her!”
 
   Thaddeus stood and pulled off his shirt, pressing it in a ball to the area below her collarbone. He laid her hand over it and pointed towards the resort. “Take her, now!”
 
   I ran up the beach, her body limp in my arms, my mind a jumbled mess of confusion. The sand made it nearly impossible to run faster than a slow jog. She moaned and rolled her head towards me, her eyes fluttering open. 
 
   “Gideon,” she whispered, her voice weak and thready. 
 
   “It’s okay, baby. I’m going to help you. I’m going to fix this. I love you, Katie. You have to fight for me, okay? I’ll fix this, if you fight. Will you fight for us?”
 
   “I love you, Gideon,” she whispered. “I’m scared.”
 
   I kissed her forehead, noticing how the shirt was soaked through with her blood. “When you’re afraid, trust in me. Remember that. You have to hang in there, baby.”
 
   My feet hit the concrete and I ran, faster than I’ve ever run before. There was no ambulance in sight, but a taxi was idling at the roundabout for guest drop off. 
 
   “Help! We need a hospital!” I yelled as I approached. 
 
   The cab driver was out of the car and had the back door open for me before I finished the sentence. I could hear sirens coming, and knew Thaddeus had called it in, but I couldn’t chance losing her by waiting.
 
   I dove into the car with her, cradling her on my lap and pressing the shirt to her chest in one motion. The taxi peeled away from the resort, turning left into town. 
 
   “The hospital is only a few miles from here,” he assured me, driving way too slow for my taste. 
 
   “Get us there, now!” I yelled at him. “Speed, I’ll pay any tickets.”
 
   The car picked up speed as I kissed her forehead again, my fingers going to her neck to feel for a pulse. My heart sank when I felt it racing in a way I had never felt it before. It was beating so fast it surely couldn’t keep up that pace for very long. She was unconscious now and completely unresponsive, but I wasn’t sure if it was safe to give her a pill either.
 
   “Come on, Katie. You can’t do this to me. You promised to fight, so fight!” I yelled, laying my lips on hers. Feeling her breath on my mine, I prayed until the car screeched to a halt at the emergency room. 
 
   The doors slid open and a nurse ran out, listening to the frantic driver. The back door opened and they took Katie from my arms, strapped her to a gurney an orderly had brought out, and ran with her. 
 
   I climbed out of the taxi and handed the driver two hundreds. “Thanks for getting us here, man.”
 
   “I’ll keep her in my prayers. Ask for Maltrand when you need a ride. I will be here for you.”
 
   I shook his hand then ran for the door. “Thanks, Maltrand. I’m Gideon, and that woman is Katie and she’s going be my wife.”
 
   He gave me a thumbs up and I dashed in the door, stopping at the reception desk. “Where did they take the woman just brought in?”
 
   The receptionist pointed towards a curtain and I ran for it. Unfortunately, I was stopped by the same orderly that brought the gurney earlier. “You can’t go in there, sir. They’re working on her.”
 
   “You have to let me in there! She has a heart condition they need to know about!”
 
   He pulled the curtain back, and the doctor motioned me in. “Do you have a medical history on her?” he asked as he listened to her heart and a nurse hooked up an IV.
 
   “She had tetalogy of something. I’m not saying that right,” I said, feeling terrible for not remembering the name. 
 
   “Tetralogy of Fallot?” he asked and I nodded. 
 
   “Yes, that’s it. It was repaired, but now she has times when her heart races fast and she has to take a pill.” I pulled the bottle from my pocket and handed it to him. “She just started them, but they don’t seem to be working. Her doctor at Mayo thinks she may need more surgery.”
 
   “She’s seen at Mayo?”
 
   “We’re here on vacation from Minnesota. Her doctor’s name is Dr. Sawyer; that’s all I know. Shouldn’t you be treating the bullet wound?”
 
   “I was just going to ask you about that. The wound is through and through, so while she’s bleeding from it, I’m more worried about her heart right now.”
 
   “A crazy guy came after us on the beach. He got off a shot before my bodyguard took him down. You have to take care of her, please. She’s on Coumadin and has an artificial heart valve.”
 
   He put a calming hand on my shoulder and handed the bottle to the nurse. “We’re going to give her some medication in her IV similar to what she takes for the arrhythmia. We have techniques to stop the bleeding when a patient is on blood thinners. Do you know what valve was replaced?”
 
   I put my hand in my hair. “I can’t remember. Dammit!”
 
   He squeezed my shoulder, “It’s okay. It’s been a rough day. If she had Tetralogy of Fallot, could it be the pulmonary valve?”
 
   My heart leaped at the words. “Yes! That’s the valve. She said the pulmonary valve was too tight and they put in an artificial one.”
 
   “Excellent. See, you’ve got this. Hopefully we can get the rhythm back to normal with the medication, but I’ve called in an electrophysiologist in case we can’t.”
 
   “Electrophysiologist? What is that?” I asked, as the nurse came back in and injected something into the IV. 
 
   “He specializes in heart rhythms and treatment of them. If he’s concerned, he will contact Dr. Sawyer and they can work together to make sure Katie is treated appropriately. She’s going to be okay.”
 
   He squeezed my shoulder the way a comforting father would do and I nodded, staring at the woman I love. “She has to be. She had just accepted my proposal right before this happened. She has to pull through this.”
 
   “I promise you; she’s in good hands. You can help us by sitting with the nurse at the desk and giving us as much medical history as you can. Call anyone who can supplement your knowledge of her medical condition. We need as much information as we can get.”
 
   He pushed me through the curtain and my mind went to Winifred. I pulled out my phone dialing the number I had stored in it before we left home. It rang three times before she answered. 
 
   “Hello?” Winifred greeted me. 
 
   I took a deep breath. “Winifred, it’s Gideon. There’s been an incident and Katie’s in the hospital.”
 
   “What? Is she okay?” she asked frantically. I debated how much I wanted to tell her. Honesty felt like the best way to go. 
 
   “The doctor says she’s going to be okay. Listen, I don’t have a lot of time to talk right now. They want as much information about her heart as they can get. I don’t know that much about her history growing up. Can you help the nurses with that if I give them the phone?”
 
   “Yes. I’m her medical power of attorney. I have all her current medications and past medical history with me at all times.”
 
   “Oh, thank God. They need all of that right now so they know how to treat her.”
 
   “Gideon. Do I need to come out there?” 
 
   I paused and then looked towards the curtain where the doctor’s feet were moving around the bed. I felt tears pricking at my eyelids and I tried to fight them so she wouldn’t hear it in my voice. 
 
   “I think that would be a good idea. Get a flight and I’ll repay you for the airfare. I’ll text you the info once you hang up with the nurse. The hospital is only a few miles from the airport here.”
 
   “Gideon, are you lying to me? Is she not going to make it?” 
 
   I could hear the tears in her voice and knew Katie would furious if she knew that I was upsetting her pregnant best friend. “They assured me she will be just fine, Winifred. I’m thinking about Katie here. She’s already worried to death about you being in Snowberry, pregnant, and worried about her. The threat has been eliminated, so we are free to come home now, but I’m not certain how long it will be until she can travel.”
 
   “Flynn is already making reservations. Give me to the nurse and I’ll tell her the specifics, then we’ll be on our way.” 
 
   “Thanks, Freddie. I know having you here will help her recover that much faster.”
 
   I handed the phone to the nurse and sank into a chair, putting my head in my hands. 
 
   She is safe in my hands, Gideon.
 
   If that’s true she wouldn’t be lying in there!
 
   You’re doubting me again. Remember what happened to Thomas?
 
   Blessed are those who have not seen, but still believe.
 
   Yes, for though you walk through the valley of the shadow of death.
 
   Your rod and your staff they comfort me.
 
   I asked you to fix her heart. Did you do that?
 
   I closed my eyes and let the memories of those last few precious moments we shared together on the beach encompass me. The image of me slipping the ring onto her finger was all I could see. I felt a smile slip into place. It was small, but it had hope behind it, lifting my lips upwards. 
 
   I believe I did fix her heart. At least the parts that told her she didn’t deserve to be loved and treasured. I’ve failed at fixing the rest of it.
 
   What is the rest of it?
 
   She’s lying in there barely alive and it’s my fault. 
 
   There are things that go on in your world that you do not see. She’s exactly where she needed to be when she needed to be there. I know you’re afraid, but…
 
   I must trust in you.
 
   I opened my eyes when the nurse cleared her throat. She handed me the phone, an encouraging smile on her face. “I’m going to take this to Dr. Gates. Your friend wanted me to remind you to text the information she needs.”
 
   I took the phone from her outstretched hand and nodded, giving her a weak smile. “Yes, of course. Thank you.”
 
   She patted my shoulder on the way by, her hand warm on my skin. “Katie has the best doctors a girl can have. Did you know there’s a convention of cardiologists at the University of Maui this week? They’ve been seeing patients here and consulting on cases. She’s in the very best of hands.”
 
   She ducked behind the curtain and I let out the breath I had been holding. Everything that happened the last year suddenly came into focus. Every hurdle we jumped over to get to Maui became clear. My ‘reason’ was Katie. Every single thing I’ve done in my life led me to sit in this chair. I felt the anxiety and fear fall away. In its place was pure, unadulterated understanding. I had done what He asked me to do. I had fixed her heart. Now He was holding up His end of the bargain. I leaned my head back on the wall and closed my eyes, a smile on my face. I was blind, but now I see.
 
   Well played, Lord.
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   The sound of rustling around me was almost too much to bear, even though I suspected it was nothing more than clothes brushing as someone walked. I felt like every sense was tripled and my head was pounding with even the simplest noise. I opened one eye and saw a nurse bending over me. 
 
   “You’re awake,” she whispered softly. 
 
   “Where am I?” I croaked, my throat thick and sore. 
 
   She held a straw to my lips and I took a sip, the cool liquid making it easier to swallow. 
 
   “You’re in the hospital in Kahului. Do you have any pain?”
 
   I closed my eyes and tried to sort out everything I was feeling, physically. 
 
   I rolled my head back and forth on the pillow. “What happened? Why am I here?”
 
   “You had a heart arrhythmia when they brought you in. They had to do surgery. I don’t know all the specifics, but I will let the doctor know you’re awake. She will explain it all to you.”
 
   I closed my eyes and nodded my head. 
 
   She patted my shoulder. “I’ll turn the lights down low and your friend will be right back.”
 
   “My friend?” I asked, my heart trying to pound, but unable to beat faster than a normal rhythm. 
 
   “Yes, your friend. She’s tall with black hair.”
 
   “Winifred is here?” I asked slowly. “How long have I been out?”
 
   “It’s been almost two days since they brought you in. The doctors kept you sedated because you needed to heal a little before you woke up.”
 
   “I’m so confused,” I cried. “Where’s Gideon.”
 
   “He’ll be right back,” a familiar voice said.
 
   I opened my eyes and my best friend stood in the doorway. I couldn’t help it. I started crying hot tears that ran down my face and into my ears. 
 
   The nurse walked past Winifred who was coming to my side of the bed. 
 
   “I’ll get something to sedate her,” she whispered. 
 
   I moaned. “I don’t want to be sedated. I want a hug from my best friend and I want someone to tell me what’s going on!” I hoped my voice would be forceful and commanding, but instead it was weak and weepy. 
 
   Winifred wiped my tears and tucked my hair back off my forehead before addressing the nurse. “She’ll be okay in a few minutes. I’ll explain things to her.”
 
   The nurse paused, torn between getting the medication or letting me settle by myself. “Okay, but if you need me, push the button. I’ll try to find the doctor.”
 
   “Thank you,” Winifred said, smiling at the young woman. She looked back to me and wiped my tears with a soft cloth. 
 
   “I’m sorry for crying,” I said, closing my eyes against the look on her face. 
 
   I felt her put her arms around me carefully and lay her cheek on mine. “You can cry as much as you’d like, Kate. You’re scared, disoriented, and in pain. I understand.” 
 
   I raised my left arm and hugged her. 
 
   “We have to stop meeting like this, sister,” Freddie joked. I laughed a little, thinking about the time she ended up in the hospital in Snowberry after nearly drowning in her car in Snowberry Lake. “If you wanted me to come to Hawaii, all you had to do was ask.”
 
   “How about if this is the last time one of us is in the hospital, except for when you bring that little baby into the world.”
 
   She leaned back and smiled, turning to the side. “You mean this baby?”
 
   I reached out and touched her belly. It wasn’t big, but it was definitely protruding compared to the last time I saw her.
 
   “I’ve been so worried about you. They wouldn’t let me call you and I was afraid you would go to my apartment. I didn’t want anything to happen to you or the baby.”
 
   “We’re both fine. Sebastian kept me in the loop, so I knew where you were at all times. I had to trust that Gideon was going to take good care of you, and he did.”
 
   “I know you don’t like him very much. You probably hate him now,” I sighed.
 
   She shook her head. “I can’t hate him because he saved your life.”
 
   She was holding my left hand and I tried to wipe my face with my right hand, but it wouldn’t move.  “What’s wrong with my right arm?” I asked, my voice going up an octave from fear. 
 
   “It needs to heal, so they have it strapped to your chest.”
 
   “Why does it need to heal?” I asked, trying to remember. Trying to force my mind to grasp any memory that would explain why I was in the hospital.
 
   “You don’t remember?” 
 
   I shook my head, another tear escaping. “No, I don’t remember. I was on the beach with Gideon and he asked me to marry him.”
 
   I raised my left hand to look, but the ring was gone. “I dreamed it. I dreamed the whole thing.”
 
   “Shhhh, no, you didn’t dream it. You don’t remember Graham coming down to the beach and threatening Gideon?”
 
   I rolled my head back and forth on the pillow trying to concentrate, but my mind was swirling. I brought my hand up and felt my shoulder. There was a lumpy bandage and a burning pain. 
 
   “Oh God, I remember,” I said slowly. “Graham said he was Gideon’s brother. Winifred, did he shoot Gideon?” 
 
   I tried to sit up, but my arm was in an awkward position and I kept falling back to the bed. She put a hand on my belly and held me there. 
 
   “No, he didn’t shoot Gideon; he’s okay.”
 
   I felt the last vestige of strength flow out of me as I sank into the mattress. “I was so scared because he knocked out Thaddeus. He had a gun and it went off, that’s the last thing I remember.”
 
   She nodded. “That’s because you took the bullet meant for Gideon. You saved his life, Kate.”
 
   “My shoulder?” I asked and she nodded. 
 
   “The bullet went right under your clavicle and came out your back. You needed surgery to clean up the wound, but the doctor says it will heal just fine.”
 
   “Why? Why did Graham do this?” I asked, taking her hand again. 
 
   “That’s where Gideon is right now. He spent the night and when I got here, I sent him to find out what happened.”
 
   “How did you get here so fast?” I asked. “Is Flynn with you?”
 
   She chuckled and squeezed my hand. “I begged a pilot with a private plane at the Rochester airport to fly us out. He could take me as far as Seattle and then we got a nonstop to Maui. It only took about ten hours and yes, Flynn is with me. He wouldn’t let me come alone.”
 
   I held my hand to my forehead. “God, I’m sorry, Freddie. You really didn’t have to come.”
 
   She laid her head on my belly and looked up at me. “Yeah, I really did have to come. I had to see for myself that you were going to pull through this. Gideon called me and asked that I tell the doctors your medical history. There wasn’t a chance in hell I wasn’t getting on a plane after that phone call.”
 
   I laughed softly, the burning in my chest getting worse with each passing moment. “My chest hurts.”
 
   She handed me a little hose with a red button on the end. “Push that button and you’ll get some pain medication. That will help you sleep.”
 
   “I don’t want to sleep! I want to see Gideon,” I moaned. 
 
   “Shhhh, he will be back soon. If you push that button, you can rest until he gets here.”
 
   “What did they do? Why does my chest hurt?”
 
   “Let’s wait for the doctor to explain everything, okay?” She started rubbing my leg and my eyelids were heavy. I pushed the button and waited for the medication to relieve the burning in the whole right side of my body. 
 
   “That’s good, just sleep, Kate. That’s the best thing you can do for your body right now,” Winifred encouraged. 
 
   “I want to see, Gideon,” I cried slowly, feeling myself slip into the darkness of sleep. 
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   “Calling Katie Kupid,” a voice said in my ear. I turned my face towards the sound and felt lips on mine. I dragged my lids open to see Gideon staring into my eyes, his lips soft against my dry ones. 
 
   I put my arm around his neck and held him to me, tears falling, again. “I was so scared you were dead.”
 
   “Katie, it’s okay. I’m just fine. Take a deep breath.”
 
   I did as he ordered while he grabbed a tissue from the box and wiped my eyes. 
 
   “I want you to hold me,” I begged, but he shook his head no. 
 
   “I wish I could, but we need to give it another day or two before we jostle you around too much. The doctors don’t want you to use that right arm too much, lean on it, or in general move it for a week.”
 
   “Why? No one will tell me why!” I exclaimed. The expenditure of breath made my chest scream in agony and I moaned aloud. “Oh God, what did they do to me?”
 
   He rubbed my cheek and hushed me, the comfort of his hand on my face all I really needed to focus on him. “I have an ice pack from the nurse. I didn’t want to put it on your chest when you were sleeping and scare you.”
 
   He picked it up and settled the gel pack over my gown. It was shaped much like the protective drapes they use in the x-ray department and one side came up to rest on my shoulder. I closed my eyes and tried to focus on keeping my breathing even while he rubbed my leg. I didn’t know what day it was, where I was, or what happened, but I was glad he was with me again.
 
   “That helps more than the pain medication,” I said as the ice slowly numbed my skin. “There’s a burning in my chest I can’t alleviate. You have to tell me what happened.”
 
   “What do you remember?” he asked, taking my hand and holding it to his mouth. He kissed my knuckles while he waited for me to answer. 
 
   “We were on the beach and Graham walked up with a gun. It went off and that was the last thing I remember until I woke up and found Winifred at my bedside.”
 
   He smiled and kissed my hand again. “She was so frantic. Flynn said she almost came to blows with two pilots before one agreed to fly her to Seattle. I sent her to the hotel to rest with Flynn.”
 
   I smirked a little, picturing Freddie bringing someone around to her way of thinking. She always was outspoken and refused to take no for an answer. 
 
   “Tell me what they did to my arm.”
 
   He rubbed my leg to keep me calm. “They had to go in and perform some surgery on it. By the grace of God, the bullet missed absolutely everything, but soft tissue. It literally slid between a space less than an inch thick. It nicked your rotator cuff and chipped off a piece of bone, but the orthopedic doc was able to clean it all out, smooth out the cuff, and confirm the bones were all in good shape. They have a pressure dressing on it to keep it from bleeding because of your blood thinners. That’s why they don’t want it moved for a few days. You have to give it time to heal so you don’t start bleeding again.”
 
   “How did they do surgery when I’m on Coumadin?” I asked completely confused. 
 
   “They switched you over to a different drug, something you inject twice a day.”
 
   I nodded, “Oh that makes sense. I’ve used that before. But my blood had to be way too thin to do surgery.”
 
   “It was, but they didn’t have a choice. They had to take you into surgery so they gave you a large dose of vitamin K and then countered it with a short acting blood thinner, at least that’s what I understood. You were in the best hands in, well, the whole world, Katie. There were seven cardiologists here consulting on your case, including Dr. Sawyer.”
 
   “What?” I asked even more confused. “Dr. Sawyer is here?” I shook my left hand in front of me. “Wait, why did I need a cardiologist?”
 
   “Apparently this was the week that cardiologists from all over the world flew into Maui for a convention. They’ve been seeing patients with unique cases here at the hospital that would benefit from the expertise of other doctors in the field. Dr. Sawyer was here representing Mayo along with several of her colleagues. You had a pediatric cardiologist, an electrophysiologist, Dr. Sawyer, a specialist in Tetralogy of Fallot and several more I can’t even remember. Together they were able to fix the rhythm problem in your heart.”
 
   I rolled my head to face him. “Did I go into a tachycardia again?”
 
   He stood and sat on the edge of the bed, his hand coming to my face, stroking it up and down. There were tears in his eyes and I captured his hand to my cheek. “Tell me, Gideon.”
 
   “When the bullet hit, your heart went haywire. It kept going into a rhythm where it didn’t beat, it just quivered.”
 
   I closed my eyes so I didn’t have to look into his. “That’s not good.”
 
   He bent forward and kissed my lips. “No, it really wasn’t good. You flat-lined once and they had to use the defibrillator to finally break the fibrillation. They rolled you into surgery immediately after that.”
 
   “Did they have to open me up again?” I asked, trying to feel my chest under the ice pack. 
 
   He shook his head and smiled encouragingly. “No, they didn’t. Dr. Bloomfield, the specialist in the Tetralogy of Fallot, along with Dr. Sawyer, found several small holes in your heart on ultrasound. They went in through a vein in your arm and placed little mesh occluders. They said your tissue would grow over them and they would become part of your heart.”
 
   “Listen to you using all these fancy words,” I teased a little and he bent forward to kiss my lips again. 
 
   “I got a major crash course in your anatomy when the docs finished with you. They wanted me to understand what they did and what that would mean in the future.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said, looking discreetly at my hand, which was missing the ring he had put on at the beach. Maybe he decided he didn’t want to be married to someone with the problems I have. I had warned him about that, but he wouldn’t listen. Now my heart was going to suffer all kinds of atrocities when he left. 
 
   He wiped away a tear and slipped his hand under my waist. “Katie, don’t cry. You’re going to be okay. I know it’s overwhelming, but you’re here because this is exactly where you had to be.”
 
   I bit my lip and nodded, but I didn’t believe him for one second. His words were to placate me and my heart didn’t want to be placated. 
 
   “After they fixed the holes they had to address the rhythm problems you’ve been having. I told Dr. Sawyer how you couldn’t even run for a few feet without developing a problem and that concerned her and Dr. Landsmith, who is a famous electrophysiologist from Australia.”
 
   I shook my head and snickered a little through my tears. “I feel like I’m on an episode of the Twilight Zone.”
 
   “More like Star Trek maybe, because you are a bit of a bionic woman now.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The doctors tried to eliminate the electrical impulses that were causing the tachycardia with an ablation, but it was too close to other parts of your heart. I didn’t understand it all, but I trusted that they knew what they were doing.”
 
   “So what did they do then?” 
 
   He pulled my gown down a little and took my left hand, pressing the fingers on my chest just below the bandage from the bullet wound. “Do you feel that?”
 
   I nodded, “It feels hard. What is that?”
 
   “It’s a combination pacemaker and internal defibrillator. The pacemaker will keep your heart from beating too slow or too fast. If something were to go haywire the internal defibrillator would give your heart a shock to put it back into normal rhythm.”
 
   “You’re kidding me?” I asked in disbelief, but he shook his head. “Will I feel the shock?”
 
   “Dr. Sawyer said you only feel the shock if there’s a major event. They will both come in tomorrow when you’re not so groggy and go over everything with you. You won’t have to take as many medications now that you have it.”
 
   “That’s good news, right?” I asked, holding out hope that maybe things weren’t as bad as they seemed. 
 
   “It’s great news. They fixed your heart so you can live a long, healthy, beautiful life with me, just like He promised.”
 
   “Who promised?” I asked, fatigue sapping my strength. 
 
   “God.”
 
   “God promised that?”
 
   He caressed my face again and nodded. “There’s a reason we are here, Katie. There’s a reason why we came to Maui and not Honolulu. There’s a reason for everything. He told me that my job was to fix your heart emotionally and if I did that, He would take care of the rest.”
 
   “You still want to have a life with me?” I asked, my words choppy as I tried to fight through the tears. 
 
   He knelt next to the bed and took my hand in his, kissing it repeatedly. “I’ve never wanted anything more, Katie. When I sat in the waiting room worried to death I was going to lose you, I prayed to Him. He told me I was being a doubting Thomas because I wasn’t trusting He would hold up His end of the bargain. Then the nurse came over and told me about the convention in town. I’ve never experienced validation, faith, joy, peace, and hope all in one moment the way I did then. I knew it wasn’t ‘if’ you pulled through; you were going to pull through. You were going to walk out of here and we were going to have a life together as each other’s heart and soul.”
 
   “When I asked you to marry me on the sands of Kahului Bay, I didn’t think love got much stronger than that, but how wrong I was. Holding your hand after surgery, and watching you sleep peacefully, oblivious to everything in the world, I loved you more. Knowing you took a bullet for me, so I didn’t have to experience that pain, I loved you more. Seeing your eyes just now when they opened from sleep, and the deep love in them for me, made me love you more. In a few days I’m going to take you away from this hospital and we are going to start our lives together, and each day I will love you more.”
 
   I reached over and slid my hand across his face, wiping away a tear that slid down it and into his three-day-old beard. 
 
   “I love you so much,” I cried, my own tears falling and he kissed my palm. “I want to go home so you can hold me in bed and never let me go.”
 
   “I promise as soon as the doctors say it’s safe that’s the first thing I’m going to do.”
 
   I lifted my hand from his face and looked at my finger. “You didn’t change your mind?”
 
   “Oh no, honey, I didn’t change my mind. If anyone should change their mind, it should be you.”
 
   I held up my hand. “But I woke up and my ring was gone. Where’s my ring?”
 
   He dug in his pocket and pulled it out, holding it up for me to see. “It’s safe. The doctors said you couldn’t wear it into surgery because of everything they had to do. When I tried to put it on afterwards, your hand was swollen from the IV. I’ll keep it safe.”
 
   My chin trembled and I nodded, trying to cover up my anguish of thinking he was leaving me. “I’m sorry I’m so emotional. I’m still kind of scared and out of sorts.”
 
   He stood up and kissed my lips softly then moved his lips to my eyes, kissing away the tears. 
 
   “You don’t have to apologize, Katie. They have you on a lot of medication and you’ve been asleep for more than a day. I want you to push that button so you can get some pain relief and rest. When you wake up Dr. Sawyer should be here to talk to you.”
 
   I shook my head, “I want my ring back, please.”
 
   “It won’t fit, honey. Let me keep it so it doesn’t get lost.”
 
   “Please,” I begged, “just try it.”
 
   He took my hand and slid the ring down my finger and over the knuckle. It nestled there the same way it did the first time he put it on.
 
   He smiled and laughed a little. “All your other fingers are twice their normal size. You truly are a medical miracle, Katie.”
 
   I held my hand to my chest and twisted the ring with my thumb, the cool wood sliding around easily on my finger. 
 
   “With patience, bearing with one another in love,” I recited softly. 
 
   “Ephesians,” he smiled, kissing the ring with his lips. “You are a special child of His, Katie. My whole life has been manipulated right down to the moment we met. Regardless of how that first meeting ended, He knew we were destined to be each other’s patience and love.”
 
   “Soul mates,” I whispered, my lips heavy as I tried to speak. 
 
   “Forever,” he whispered.
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   “Are you sure you want to marry him this quickly?” Winifred asked for the tenth time since I came home from the hospital. 
 
   The last several days had passed in a blur of tests, physical therapy, and medical instructions until I could hardly keep it all straight.
 
   I sat up higher in the bed. “I’m starting to get the feeling you don’t want me to marry Gideon.”
 
   Freddie sat next to me and rubbed my back. “You’re dead wrong, Kate. Yes, I had my reservations when he came into your life less than six weeks ago, but he put those to rest. He loves you the way Flynn loves me. I can see it in his eyes when he looks at you and on his face when he touches you. I keep asking if you’re sure because I want you to marry him when you aren’t in pain, uncomfortable, or tired. I want you to enjoy every last second of the wonderfulness that is marriage to the person you’re meant to be with.”
 
   I laid my head on her shoulder and smiled a little. She definitely had her reservations when Gideon showed up in Snowberry, but he won her heart the same way he won mine, with honesty.
 
   “I’ve never felt better, Freddie, and I’m not just saying that.” I raised my head from her shoulder and patted my chest. “Since they implanted the pacemaker and fixed the holes in my heart, my whole body feels better. Yes, my shoulder still hurts, but the wedding is a week away, so I know it will be fine by then.”
 
   “That’s good enough for me then,” she said, standing and walking to the window. “This place really does have the most amazing view.”
 
   I felt butterflies in my belly and wondered if now was the time to say something to her about what I was thinking, or if I should wait until later, much later. 
 
   “Gideon does know how to pick the tropical paradises, doesn’t he?” I joked. 
 
   We were back at the resort on Maui and staying in the penthouse suite. Gideon wanted to fly back to Honolulu, but the doctors asked me to stay here for four weeks before I traveled anywhere. It was tough having to stay in a tropical paradise, rather than cold Snowberry, but I was managing. I felt bad about putting the firm in such a pickle, but it turned out that Kadlec wasn’t all that happy with retirement, so he was happy to step back in for now and take my clients. At least I knew they were in good hands until I returned, if I returned.
 
   “Earth to Kate,” Freddie said, standing in front of me.
 
   I looked up, surprised. “Sorry, I guess I was daydreaming.”
 
   “I guess you were,” she winked and I laughed a little uncomfortably. She cocked her head, “You have that look on your face that says something is on your mind.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it right now,” I said quickly, but she crossed her arms over her chest and leveled a brow at me. 
 
   “We have a few hours until the guys get back. Talk. Now.”
 
   “Would you sit at least? You look all menacing when you do that.”
 
   She snorted and uncrossed her arms, grabbing a chair from the corner and sitting, crossing her legs. “Better?”
 
   “Much,” I said and she motioned with her hand to talk. I hadn’t worked out how I was going to broach the subject with her, hoping for a little more time to come up with a plan.
 
   “Katie Penelope Kupid…”
 
   “What are you, my mother?” I shot back and she stuck her tongue out at me. It was amusing with her belly sticking out more and more every day. 
 
   I pulled a brochure from the drawer next to the bed. It was the bookmobile information I had folded in half that day my life turned upside down. I held it out to her to read. She took it, sat on the edge of the bed and scanned the pages. I took a deep breath and dived in. 
 
   “The day of the shooting Gideon and I were in town. I met a gentleman who was there with a bookmobile. He told me that the public library system has several that go around to villages that are too remote for the patrons to get to the library. From what I could gather it was exactly what you do with Wicked Winifred, only for everyone and not just kids.”
 
   She nodded and closed the brochure, laying it on her lap. “Wicked Winifred has been very successful. The teachers have seen a rise in test scores and reading ability of their students since I started the program.”
 
   “It’s a really great program and of course you were on my mind when I was talking to this librarian. He was very passionate about his work.”
 
   “That’s great, Kate,” she said, her head cocked to the side. “What does that have to do with me?”
 
   I shrugged. “It was just cool, that’s all.”
 
   She snorted and uncrossed her legs. “Sure, and we aren’t in Hawaii on a beach.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and rubbed at a sore spot on my shoulder. “I don’t know how to say this, Freddie,” I admitted, my voice breaking on her name.
 
   She was next to me in an instant and held my face in her hands. “Don’t sugarcoat it, sweetheart. It’s clearly eating you alive.”
 
   “I want to live in Hawaii with Gideon.”
 
   She dropped my face and put her arms around me carefully. “I know, honey, and I understand.”
 
   “You know?” I asked, leaning back and she nodded, a smile taking over her face. 
 
   “Flynn got an interesting job offer yesterday. He wasn’t supposed to say anything to me, but you know us, we can’t keep anything from each other.”
 
   “What kind of job offer?” I asked. “I’m confused what one has to do with the other.”
 
   “Gideon offered Flynn the head electrician position for all his resorts on the islands if we want to stay in paradise. He has Flynn up in the air right now showing him his properties. He said he has six currently and looking at one more.”
 
   “I had no idea.”
 
   “He told Flynn you guys already talked about staying in Hawaii and just keeping a summer home in Snowberry.”
 
   “We have, over the last few days anyway. He loves it here and so do I, but I didn’t know we were up to ‘the offering jobs to my friends’ part yet.”
 
   She grimaced. “I feel bad about saying anything. Like I said, Flynn was supposed to keep it on the down low, but I can read him like a book. I promised not to say anything, but you looked so upset sitting there.”
 
   I held up my hand. “It’s okay, don’t worry about it. He was probably going to talk to me about it after today. I asked him to give me some time to think about how to approach you and Flynn. I guess he had a better plan in mind.”
 
   “He knows you, Kate. Even better than I know you and I didn’t think that was possible in just a month’s time, but he knows your soul. He knows your devotion to me and just how much you want to be with this little baby.” She patted her belly. 
 
   I laid my hand on hers. “I was praying that night in the helicopter. I was scared and angry, so I was very sarcastic.”
 
   Freddie snorted, “You? Sarcastic? I can’t even picture it.”
 
   I stuck my tongue out at her and laughed a little. “I was upset on so many levels and told Him I didn’t have anything to live for. He told me I had a niece and that alone should be enough to get me through the scary parts to come. I asked him if you were really having a girl and He told me you were. Is it weird that I totally believe Him?”
 
   She shook her head a little and brushed some hair off my forehead. “You’ve always been like a clairvoyant when it comes to prayer. Flynn has taught me a lot the last year about being a Christian, but I try to emulate you when I pray. So if you tell me He says it’s a girl, then it’s a girl.” She winked at me and I rubbed her tiny baby bump.
 
   “I don’t want to miss a thing, but being here in Hawaii when you’re in Snowberry isn’t going to be conducive to being the kind of aunt I want to be.”
 
   “And I don’t want you to miss a moment of this little girl’s life nor do I want to miss a minute of the lives of your babies.”
 
   My head snapped up and she grinned, her laughter filling the room. 
 
   “You were barely out of surgery before he asked Dr. Sawyer if it would be safe to harvest eggs in a few years for a surrogacy.”
 
   One side of my lips went up in a smile. “He told me he wasn’t thinking very clearly, but he wanted to ask before he forgot. We talked about it before he proposed and he vowed to do anything to make sure I had the family I wanted. He took the tallest hurdle in my life and helped me over it with those words.”
 
   “What is your heart telling you to do, Kate? Will you be happy in Hawaii? What about the firm in Snowberry?”
 
   “My heart wants to stay, but only if you’re here. That’s why I looked into the bookmobile options. I know you’ll be busy taking care of the baby and won’t want to work a lot anyway, but you won’t want to give up books completely, either.”
 
   She shrugged her shoulder a little. “I’m happy with what I started in Snowberry with Wicked Winifred, but lately the bug to start a book agency is biting again. Once the baby is born I’m thinking about handing the bookmobile over to Jerry and Ashley and laying out a plan for the agency.”
 
   I held her shoulder and squeezed it a little. “That’s exciting, Freddie. I knew you wouldn’t be able to give that dream up forever. I’m glad you’re chasing it again. Is that kind of job flexible?”
 
   “It’s very flexible, and I keep my fingers in the very beginning of the book world with the manuscripts that will one day be bestsellers.”
 
   “How does Flynn feel about giving up his business?” I asked cautiously. “He’s put a lot of time into it.”
 
   She rubbed her hands on her pants and stood, walking back to the window. “He’s seriously considering the offer. I mean it’s a great offer, believe me.”
 
   I chuckled and lay on the bed carefully, propping myself on my good elbow. “I believe you.”
 
   “If we decide it’s something we want to do, he will sell his half of the business to Remington. We’ll keep the house in Snowberry for now and then live in one of the resort houses Gideon has offered.”
 
   “Sounds like you have it all worked out.”
 
   “It’s all contingent on if you’re staying or going. We managed to be apart for college, but it was an awful four years. I don’t want to go through that again.”
 
   I held my hand out to her and she came over. I hugged her as tightly as I could with my arm between us. “We won’t. The only thing keeping me from staying in Hawaii is you, so if you and Flynn decide staying here is a leap you want to take, then I’m in, too. You two should talk tonight and then all four of us can get together tomorrow to talk about it.”
 
   “That’s fair, or maybe dinner tonight? I’m sure you’re tired of hospital food.”
 
   “I’m praying freshly caught lobster is on the menu,” I groaned and she laughed.
 
   There was a knock on the door and she went to it and looked through the peephole. She unlocked the door quickly and pulled it open. 
 
   Flynn and Gideon stood on the other side of the door, smiles on their faces. Freddie stepped back and Gideon was next to me on the bed before I saw him move. 
 
   “How are you?” he asked, already playing with my hair. 
 
   “I’m good. It’s nice to be out of the hospital, even if it is in a hotel.”
 
   He kissed me, his lips hot and needy against mine. They told me exactly why he was glad we weren’t in the hospital anymore. 
 
   “How was the trip?” Freddie asked, closing the door. 
 
   Flynn was bouncing on his toes, all keyed up from the flight. “It was incredible. Seriously, Winnie, I’ve been to a lot of places, but these resorts are swanky. Of course with that swankiness comes some serious maintenance requirements.”
 
   Gideon held me carefully and pointed at my friend. “And he’s the perfect guy to coordinate it. He has quite the eye for situations that could turn serious quickly. He found two sockets in one room that were ready to short out, and that was just in one hotel.”
 
   Flynn seemed to turn crimson from the praise. “Anyone would have noticed that.”
 
   “Really? Because I employ a boatload of people and no one had noticed it. Did you two ladies have a nice visit?”
 
   Freddie nodded and took Flynn’s hand. “We did, but Kate needs to rest. Flynn and I should talk. Dinner is in three hours. Should we dine together on the patio?”
 
   We all agreed and they left, Freddie winking at me as she closed the door. 
 
   “You offered Flynn the head electrician job?”
 
   He grimaced a little. “They really can’t keep anything from each other can they?”
 
   I patted his face. “Nope, but I think that’s the way marriage should be. I was trying to find a way to tell Freddie about wanting to stay here in Hawaii and she told me just to make it easier on me.”
 
   “Did you get a feel for her take on it?”
 
   I nodded, a smile on my face. “She said if I’m staying, she’s staying, as long as Flynn is willing to sell the business to Remington.”
 
   He threw his head back and laughed, then kissed my neck noisily. “After that little trip we took today, I can promise you he’s willing to sign on the dotted line.”
 
   I swatted him with my good hand. “You’re wicked, Mr. Armstrong, but I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too, but I like to think of it as being a shrewd businessman. I need someone like Flynn on my team. In fact, I need Flynn running my team of maintenance people. It’s less for me to worry about it.”
 
   I stroked his cheek and kissed him again. “I still think you’re pretty wonderful for asking him. By doing it you broke the ice with Freddie and that made our discussion easier for me.”
 
   “Good, that was my plan.” He winked, then loosened his tie and kicked off his loafers. 
 
   “Have you decided whether you’re going to buy this resort yet?” I asked, leaning back on the pillows.
 
   He shook his head. “I really don’t think so.”
 
   “Why?” I was surprised by the change in his demeanor. “Is it not a good investment?”
 
   “Oh no, it’s a great investment. It’s turnkey for me, but with everything that happened...”
 
   “You mean with Graham?”
 
   He leaned back on the bed and blew out a breath. “Yeah, with Graham. It’s bad enough I had to bring you back here for your recovery. I can’t ask you stay here ever again.”
 
   “Why not?” I took his hand and twining my fingers in his. 
 
   “It’s where you were shot!” he exclaimed sitting up. 
 
   I sat up, too, and tried to calm him. I rubbed his arm and kissed him, to remind him I’m still here. “This resort is also where I got engaged and made love to the man I want to spend the rest of my life with for the first time. Those are the things I will remember, not the rest of it.”
 
   “Really?” he asked skeptically.
 
   “Really, but I understand if you don’t want to buy the place for personal reasons. Of course, you can buy it on paper and have a manager run it. You have plenty of other properties to take care of.”
 
   He nodded and ran a hand over his face. “Yeah, I need to think about it. Everything is in shambles right now and without Graham, I don’t know where to start to sort it all out. I need someone good with books to help me.”
 
   I cleared my throat and he looked at me. “I happen to know someone like that.”
 
   “You do? Who? Seriously, I need the help.”
 
   I laughed and shook my head at him. “Well, I might be slightly overqualified, but then again my law degree might come in handy when it comes to straightening out the shambles your office is in.”
 
   He leaned over and kissed me. What was meant to be loving and gentle turned into a blazing fire very quickly. He pressed himself into me until he remembered my condition and then tore his lips from mine.
 
   He ran a hand through his hair and then dropped it. “Sorry, forgot to control myself.”
 
   I took his hand. “Hey, you seem really out of sorts. Want to tell me about it?”
 
   “Talking about Graham is still hard for me.”
 
   I put my arm around him and held him, rubbing his back up and down. “I know and I’m sorry. I know you were very close to him.”
 
   “I saw him yesterday,” he whispered. 
 
   I leaned back. “Really? You said you were taking care of business.”
 
   “I was. It was personal business, but it had to be taken care of.”
 
   “I would have gone with you.”
 
   “You would have, but I didn’t want you to see him. I didn’t know if I could handle seeing him.”
 
   “Where is he?” I asked. 
 
   “He’s in jail in Maui right now. Hawaii has waived their right to try him and he will be extradited to Illinois soon. He’ll be charged with multiple felony charges, arson, and three counts of attempted murder.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Gideon.” I felt terrible that the man he once trusted with his life had betrayed him like this. “Those things he said, about being your brother. Are they true?”
 
   He held my hand and looked anywhere but at me. “No, they aren’t true. We ran a DNA test to be sure, but there was no match. I didn’t need a test to tell me that. I knew my father. He wouldn’t have stepped out on my mom.”
 
   “Then why did he believe it to be true?”
 
   “His mother filled him with hate for us. It turns out that she was a druggie who used pain medication to get high. When my father refused to fill the scripts for her, and turned her into the cops, she hung all her problems on him. She told Graham everything that was wrong with their life was my father’s fault. She went on to fabricate the lie that my father was also his father. She told him repeatedly that when my father died, he was entitled to half his estate. Graham instilled himself into my life and when both my parents were gone, he struck. He’s been planning it this whole time. To think I trusted him with my business and treated him like a friend rather than an employee.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Gideon. Your father was just doing the right thing and then this happened. He would be horrified if he knew.”
 
   He ran his hand down his face again. “Yeah, he would be. He used to tell us stories about some of the crazies he ran across. I think it was the reason he left Chicago when he did. It was becoming dangerous to work in a big pharmacy.”
 
   I held his hand and asked the question I didn’t want to ask. “Will we have to testify?” I didn’t even care about myself, but I didn’t want him to have to go through it.
 
   “If he pleads not guilty then yes, we will. Chances are he’ll plea down and plead guilty to lesser charges. There were too many witnesses, and the bullet they found in the tree, with your blood on it, matched the gun in his hand. He’s going down; it’s just a matter of how long he wants it to take.”
 
   “Did you talk to him?”
 
   “They didn’t want me to, but I did. He was a much different man when I faced him yesterday. His lawyer is calling for a psychiatric evaluation. He may have a mental illness, but he knew exactly what he was doing.”
 
   “I trust that you’ll keep me in the loop about what happens.”
 
   He bounced my hand on his. “Of course I will. I’m so sorry for dragging you into this. I don’t want you to have to relive this nightmare, so I’m praying he pleads guilty and goes away quietly. He will be a very old man when he gets out, if he gets out. We’ll never have to worry about him again.”
 
   I hugged him to me and kissed the crinkled area by his eye. 
 
   “Why do you always kiss me there?” he asked, his arm holding me to him. 
 
   “It’s the part of you that first caught my eye. It seems like the one place where the years of stress and pain have accumulated. I kiss you there to release some of the tension in your face.”
 
   “I love you; do you know that?”
 
   “You’ve mentioned it a few times.”
 
   He laid me back on the bed. “I think you should rest for a bit before dinner. I can see you’re starting to sink.”
 
   He flipped around and lay on the bed, resting me on his chest in a way we found didn’t bother my arm. “That’s a very good idea,” I agreed.
 
   I snuggled in and he pulled a blanket up over us, turning the light down low. I felt his lips on the top of my head and I smiled, my eyes heavy. 
 
   “I arranged a trip for you to go see a special lady with Freddie this weekend. She’ll make sure you have the wedding gown of your dreams. When you’re done there we’ll go ring shopping.”
 
   “Sounds wonderful,” I sighed, concentrating on his hand rubbing my arm.
 
   “Where do you want to get married?” he asked quietly. 
 
   I looked up at him, a lazy smile on my face. “I was thinking at the beach with the water around our ankles.”
 
   “This beach?” he asked surprised. 
 
   I reached up and touched his face. “Our beach.”
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   Valentine’s Day One Year Later
 
    
 
   “Are you nervous?” Freddie asked as she helped me into my dress.
 
   I slipped my bad arm into the dress carefully, so I didn’t pull something I shouldn’t. 
 
   “I suppose I should be, but I’m not.”
 
   “I wasn’t nervous. Maybe because it was only you, Rem, and the minister there, but whatever the reason I was just ready to get married and start our life together.”
 
   I turned to hug her carefully. “That’s exactly how I feel. I’m a little nervous about my arm. I don’t want to do anything to hurt it.”
 
   “Flynn will hold your good arm and I’ll keep my hand at your waist, you’ll be fine. The stitches are out and the doctor said you can do more with it now, right?”
 
   I nodded. “He said to take it slow and no heavy lifting, but to do the range of motion exercises like they showed me. I’ll just be careful so I don’t fall.” I laughed a little and turned back to the mirror to adjust the traditional white ruffle muumuu we had picked out on Saturday. It was light years away from a traditional wedding gown, but it was exactly what I wanted when I saw it. Our relationship began on a beach in Hawaii, so it was only fitting that we get married there as well. I wanted to wear something that told him just how much I treasure our time here. 
 
   “I have something for you,” Freddie said.
 
   I turned back around and she was holding a box in front of her. 
 
   “What did you do?” I asked, rubbing my hands together. 
 
   She set the box on the bed and motioned to it, “This is your something new and something blue. I decided it was okay to combine them.”
 
   I lifted the lid and what lay inside was breathtakingly gorgeous. I reached in and lifted the flowers from the box. “What is this?”
 
   She took it from my hands and placed it on my head. “It’s a traditional haku lei. You’ve seen women wearing them at parties and luaus?” she asked as she adjusted it. “Most Hawaiian brides wear this instead of a veil because of the wind near the ocean.” She finished her adjusting and then turned me to the mirror. 
 
   The flowers on the lei were tipped blue with white centers. They were nestled in small green ferns to finish the arrangement.
 
   “It’s so beautiful, thank you, Freddie. I’m touched that you picked it out for me.”
 
   She hugged my waist and rested her chin on my good shoulder. “Actually, I made it. I snuck in a class on how to make them yesterday. It was so much fun. I wanted to surprise you, so I didn’t offer to take you, but we need to attend one of them together, when we move here.”
 
   I took her hands in mine. “I would love to take a lei making course with you! I still can’t believe we are moving to Hawaii.”
 
   She laughed and rested her hands on her belly. “Me, either. I’m so glad it all came together as nicely as it did. You can help Gideon get his business situation figured out, and I’ll make a home for my little family while planning the agency. It feels right.”
 
   “It sure does. It’s hard for me to even remember how miserable I was a few months ago when I was writing that horrible personal ad.”
 
   She snickered and patted my face. “I think this worked out much better.”
 
   There was a knock on the door and she rubbed my arms. “Are you ready for this?” 
 
   I nodded and she went to the door, pulling it open to see her very handsome husband dressed in a beautiful navy aloha shirt with colorful parrots sitting in the palms. It matched Winifred’s navy muumuu with colorful flowers. 
 
   “Hello, you beautiful bride,” he said, coming over and kissing my cheek. “Your groom is waiting for you, but he’s very nervous.”
 
   I took his arm and picked up the lei that lay on the bed. “Why is he nervous?” I asked as we walked out the door and rode down to the lobby in the elevator. 
 
   “I think it might have something to do with his wedding gift. He says it’s a big deal to pick the right one for a bride on their wedding day.”
 
   “Really? I didn’t know I was supposed to get him a wedding gift. Now I feel terrible.”
 
   Flynn shook his head. “You aren’t. It’s a tradition that the groom gets the bride something to start their lives together. I think he’s just a little nervous that you won’t like it, but I know better. He loves you so much, Kate. You two are going to be as happy as Winnie and I are.”
 
   I took a deep breath as we approached the sandy beach. I had been down to the spot of the shooting several times over the course of the last week. Gideon wasn’t so sure it was the best idea, but I refused to let the incident spoil the beauty of the space and the memories it held. For me, this beach was the day my life began. I was going to take the next step tonight on the same sand, with the same man. 
 
   I stopped at the edge of the wooden walkway. The moon was shining across the water, leaving a moonbeam a mile wide. There were bamboo tiki torches lining the path to where Gideon stood waiting for me. To the side was a group of musicians playing The Hawaiian Wedding Song as I approached. Winifred hugged me and urged me forward, toward the man who was waiting for me just a few feet away. 
 
   He wore a white aloha shirt, white cotton pants and was barefoot in the sand. He had a lei draped across one arm, the same as I did, and never took his eyes off me as I approached. He was gorgeous in the light of the moon, the flames dancing in the lens of his glasses. I wanted to pinch myself to see if this was all some kind of beautiful dream.
 
   “It’s not a dream. You deserve this, sis,” Freddie whispered.
 
   I lifted one side of my lips in response as we stopped in front of Gideon. The same minister that married Flynn and Freddie a year ago stood next to him. He shook hands with Flynn and hugged Freddie as Gideon and I stood holding hands, our eyes locked together. 
 
   When the music faded away, the minister motioned to Flynn and Winifred to give him the leis. He held them up and said, “May the exchange of these leis be the new beginning of your lives woven together through all eternity. They are an unbroken circle that represents your commitment and devotion to each other.”
 
   Gideon took the lei that matched the one in my hair. “Please wear my lei as a symbol of my never ending love,” he whispered, kissing my cheek. “Aloha.”
 
   I took the second lei from the minister and repeated the words, kissing the corner of his eye just below his glasses, whispering, “Aloha.”
 
   The minister looked to Winifred and Flynn. “Is it you who gives this woman to be honored and cherished by this man?”
 
   “It is,” they said in unison. 
 
   He nodded and opened his Bible. “The word of God tells us that of faith, hope and love, the greatest is love. I concur on that matter, but I always try to find a unique verse that embodies the love of each couple I marry. For you I chose, Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.”
 
   “Ephesians 4:2,” I whispered.
 
   “It is one you are familiar with?” the minister asked and Gideon squeezed my hands as he held them. 
 
   “It’s one of my favorites,” I answered, never taking my eyes from the man I love. 
 
   “Then it is one you will have no trouble remembering when times get hard. Be humble. Be patient. Be gentle. Be with each other. Love each other. If you do those things, you will always find your way out of the hard times.”
 
   He reached beside him and took a wooden bowl, holding it in his hands. “It’s time for the ring exchange. If you would go together and gather water in this bowl.”
 
   He handed us the bowl and we walked to the edge of the ocean, scooping together until the water filled the bowl and spilled onto our hands. 
 
   We carried it back to him and he set it on a small stand next to him. He picked up a Ti leaf and dipped it in the water, then began to chant while sprinkling the rings with the water. “Ei-Ah Eha-No. Ka Malohia Oh-Na-Lani. Mea A-Ku A-Pau. May peace from above rest upon you and remain with you now and forever.”
 
   He handed a ring to Gideon. “The water has washed any challenge to your relationship away and brings a brand new beginning to you as husband and wife. It is especially poignant for that to be true for you and Katie, as you have had your fair share of hindrances thus far. Now, when you put the ring on her finger, it is a new beginning.”
 
   Gideon accepted the ring and smiled, nodding at the minister’s words. “One year later I stand on a beach, the ocean waves breaking behind me, and I am given the chance to finish what I started that night. Back then, I didn’t know you would be my eternity, but with this ring, I vow to you, I am. I promise to love, protect, honor, cherish, trust, fight, and kiss you all the days of our lives.” He slipped the ring on my finger and held it to his lips, kissing it gently. “O ku'u aloha no 'oe. You are indeed my love.”
 
   Without taking my eyes from him, I accepted the ring from the minister and held it up. It was a matching teak wood band, polished smooth. “One year ago tonight I was convinced if I walked out into that water and disappeared no one would miss me. Then you sat down next to me and told me you would. You didn’t know me, but the words you said were what I longed to hear. The words you said tonight I repeat as my solemn vow to you. With this ring I promise to love, trust, honor, fight, and kiss you, all the days of our lives.” I slipped the ring on his finger, “O ku'u aloha no 'oe. You are indeed my love.”
 
   “Gideon and Katie, you are united as husband and wife. Go forward on your life journey together in love. May you keep the covenant you made today and comfort each other, share joy, console in sorrow, and trust your whole life through. With the blessing of everyone here tonight, and by the power vested in me by almighty God our Lord, and the state of Hawaii, I take great pleasure in pronouncing you husband and wife. Gideon, you may now kiss your bride.”
 
   Gideon pulled me into him and held my cheek, his eyes misty while tears ran from mine. “Aloha my beautiful wife,” he whispered then his lips captured mine. 
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   “I’m so glad that’s over,” I said, guiding Katie down to the water from the patio where we had shared a wonderful fresh seafood dinner with Winifred and Flynn. 
 
   “You’re glad our wedding is over?” she asked teasingly. 
 
   I kissed her temple. “No, I mean I’m glad we’re finally alone. I have something I want to give you.”
 
   “You do?” she asked, holding my hand. 
 
   “It’s a tradition for the groom to give his bride a gift.”
 
   “Flynn mentioned something about that. I didn’t know about that tradition.”
 
   I kissed her nose. “That’s because you’re a bride.”
 
   She tossed her head back and laughed with abandon. It filled my heart with joy to know how happy I made her. We walked towards a large heart in the sand made with flower petals. There was a wooden sign in the middle of it. 
 
   “What’s this?” she asked, picking up a flower petal and holding it to her nose. 
 
   “It’s my wedding gift to you.” I pointed at the sign with a cloth covering it. “Go ahead.”
 
   She pulled the cloth off the sign. It was heart shaped and had Cupid’s arrow stuck in the middle. 
 
   “Kupid’s Cove,” she read aloud. “What does that mean?”
 
   I took a piece of paper from my shirt pocket and handed it to her. She read it to herself by the light of the moon then looked up at me. 
 
   “You bought this resort for me?”
 
   I smiled and caressed her cheek, catching a tear that had already fallen from her eye. “I did. I’m changing the name to Kupid Arrow Resort. This beach will forever be known as Kupid’s Cove. The spot we are standing is where I’ll build us a private chateau.”
 
   She held the paper to her chest and leaned into me. “I love this so much,” she whisper-cried.
 
   I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her forehead. “You were the one to suffer the most atrocities in this place, yet all you saw were the good memories we made here. I decided I should take a page from your playbook and do the same. The sale won’t be final for a few months, but we can stay at my private suite in Honolulu until it is. If you don’t want to live here, that’s okay, too. We can live at Orchid Reef and come here when we want to get away.”
 
   “I’m happiest wherever you are, but I really like it here,” she whispered, looking up at me. “I’m so touched that you did this to honor my family’s name. It means more to me than you’ll ever know.”
 
   I leaned down and kissed her lips, her tears salty, but this time I knew they were happy tears. 
 
   “Speaking of honoring our families, I wanted to take a private moment to do that now, if you don’t mind. I felt a breeze blowing on our faces as we said our vows earlier, and I knew it was our mothers wishing they could be here with us for that moment.”
 
   She nodded and stuck the piece of paper back in my shirt pocket, wiping her tears. “I know my mom would have written a whole romance novel from that short five-minute ceremony.”
 
   I laughed aloud, wholeheartedly, and with great joy. “You make me so happy, Katie. Your wit and charm always take me by surprise; never change that about yourself.”
 
   I took her hand and walked her towards the surf. We waded in a few feet and faced the moonbeam still shining brightly on the water. 
 
   “Tomorrow our leis will have to be returned to the earth, as they will begin to perish from lack of water. Instead, I would like to let them float out into the ocean where our family can see them. By doing that, they will return to the earth as an offering to its beauty. Are you willing?”
 
   She removed the lei from her neck and nodded, holding it in one hand. “I think that’s a perfect idea.” She took her headpiece off as well, holding it in the other hand. 
 
   I removed mine and laid it on the water. She took hers and overlapped it on mine, then laid the round haku lei on the overlapped circle. We stood in silence, holding hands and watching as each wave carried the flowers farther and farther out into the open water. They stayed together in solidarity as they floated to their final destination, which we would never see.
 
   When we could no longer see them, I kissed her hot and hard, wrapping my hands in her hair and pulling her head back carefully, so I could kiss her neck, being careful of her shoulder. 
 
   “Have you ever had sex on the beach?” I whispered, as I kissed my way back to her lips. 
 
   “No, but I’ve heard it’s downright orgasmic,” she moaned. When I bit her earlobe with my teeth, she pressed herself even closer to me, my need for her evident through the thin cotton pants I wore. 
 
   “I don’t want you to get sand in all the wrong places, so I brought a blanket,” I teased, sucking lightly at her collarbone. 
 
   She turned and walked backwards out of the water, my arms still wrapped around her. I picked her up and carried her to the grove of trees where I proposed, and where a blanket and champagne waited in the privacy of our little corner. I laid her down on the blanket and rid her of the wet dress that made her shiver. I shed my clothes and pulled a warm blanket over the both of us. 
 
   “I’m going to make you mine right here in the very place I thought I was going to lose you forever.”
 
   She held my face in her hands, her lips kissing mine in short, sweet, teasing kisses. 
 
   “I’m staying with you, forever. You know what that means right?” she asked. I shook my head, as my lips captured a tender nipple. “You’ve been captured by Cupid’s arrow.”
 
   I raised my head and grinned at her. “Mmmm, that’s where you’re wrong, babe. I captured Kupid and I’m never letting her go.”
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   Me and Mr. I T
 
   Book 2 in the Kupid’s Cove Series coming Spring, 2016
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
   “Step on a crack, you’ll break your…” I stumbled to the left when my heel caught in a piece of the sidewalk.  I righted myself using the wall and went back to my rhyme. “You’ll break your no good, lying, cheating, mean boyfriend’s back!” I stomped down hard on the crack with my leather pump for emphasis and fell forward, landing on the only patch of grass on the street. 
 
   I pushed myself up again and brushed my hands off. “You’re drunk, Ellie, go home.” I laughed like a lunatic and took my shoes off, holding them in one hand while I tried to walk in a straight line down the sidewalk again. 
 
   “Hey, Eliana? Is that you?” 
 
   I heard the voice and tried to stop walking, but had to back up two steps to keep from tripping over my feet and falling down again.
 
   “Whosssse askin’,” I asked, my words slurred even to my ears. 
 
   “I saw you fall. I thought I better check to make sure you didn’t hurt yourself,” he answered as he came up to me. 
 
   I tried to jump away, but lost my balance, again, and fell, again. I looked up at him from the sidewalk and worked to focus my eyes on the very cute man in front of me. 
 
   “You’re adorable,” I said, clapping my hands a couple times. “Like irresistibly cute. I bet your grandma makes you one of those ugly Christmas sweaters every year, but you wear it because you’re a good grandson. I bet you even look good in it.”
 
   I noticed one side of his mouth pull up into a smile and he crouched next to me, one hand on the concrete. 
 
   “Have you been drinking, Eliana?”
 
   “So what if I have? I’m a twenty-five year old woman with no responsibilities!” My hand went into the air for emphasis and I heard him snicker this time. 
 
   “Nothing wrong with having some fun and blowing off a little steam once in a while, but you need to get home safely so how about if I help you?”
 
   I took his outstretched hand and he pulled me upwards into a semi-standing position. “I know you. I know I know you. How do I know you?”
 
   He put his arm around my waist and started walking with me up the sidewalk towards my house. “We work together, remember?”
 
   I started to giggle, “I know. I was just asking because I wanted to make sure you remembered that I remembered who you were. You’re Mr. I T.”
 
   He shook his head and kept a firm grip on my waist, of which I wasn’t all that sad about. He was built like one of those models who struts down the runway dressed in the GQ suit and those totally hot dress shoes.
 
   “Mally, remember? My name isn’t Mr. I T. The
 
   I T Guy, or Mally the I T Guy. It’s Maltrand Kekoa.”
 
   “Maltrand Kekoa, the I T Guy,” I sang, like a commercial. “That’s a great name. I bet you can’t say it three times fast. Maltrand Kekoa, Maltrand Kekoa, Mar…” I giggled. “Oops, I think I’ll keep calling you Mr. I T.” 
 
   “Because?”
 
   “It’s easier and it makes you sound really fancy, silly.” I giggled again, swatting at the tie that hung from his neck. It had wavy lines on it in white against a navy blue backdrop. “I like your tie. I’ve never seen wavy lines on a tie before.”
 
   He laughed aloud and grinned, one tooth sticking out predominately from his smile. “They aren’t wavy lines. It’s striped. You’re just drunk.”
 
   “Nah huh,” I insisted as he helped me up the stairs of to my house. I stopped on the top stair and looked back down them. “Did you know my house looks like that one on Gilligan’s Island? How cool is that?”
 
   “It’s definitely cool, Ellie,” he said, taking the key from my hand.”
 
   “Don’t call me Ellie!” I exclaimed, my face crumbling into tears. 
 
   He held onto me a little tighter and tried to comfort me. “I’m sorry, that’s what we always call you at work.”
 
   “Not anymore! No one can call me Ellie now that he’s gone,” I cried, burying my face in his suit. I pulled back and looked up at him. “You smell nice. What is that cologne called anyway?”
 
   “It’s Colt .45,” he answered, pulling the door open and helping me through it. 
 
   “That’s a gun, not a cologne.”
 
   He took my coat off and hung it on the coat tree, putting my purse and keys next to it, then ushering me into my living room. 
 
   “It’s also a cologne, you can look it up tomorrow when you’re sober,” he answered patiently and I stuck my tongue out at him when he turned his back. 
 
   “I’m not drunk, why do you keep saying that?” I asked as he went to my kitchen and started my coffee machine. “Wait a minute, how did you know where I live? And why are you in my kitchen?”
 
   “I’ve been here before, remember. That time you were having problems with the computer and you needed to finish your big project before Monday.” 
 
   I tried to remember, but the most I could remember was the last shot of whiskey I had downed at Blue Reef Bar and Grill. 
 
   “Because you’re Mr. I T,” I said, my mouth sticky like cotton. 
 
   He shook his head from the kitchen and set a cup under the machine. In seconds the machine sputtered and groaned as it spit out a cup of coffee from the small plastic pod. 
 
   “My job is to fix computers, but my name is Mally,” he said again, handing me the cup. “You’re going to have a really bad headache in the morning if you don’t drink that.”
 
   “Who are you trying to kid? I’m going to have a headache in the morning even if I drink this. I’ve been drinking wine for hours.” I gulped the hot liquid, not even caring that it was taking the skin off my tongue in layers.
 
   “Why were you drinking wine for hours?” he asked, taking the cup from me as I lay over on the couch, resting my head on the pillow.
 
   “I thought I would surprise my boyfriend tonight and I got this pretty dress. Do you like my dress?” I asked, smoothing the wrinkles out of the shiny material.
 
   He nodded, his eyes taking in my figure appreciatively. “It’s a very beautiful dress.”
 
   “I’m glad someone likes it, since numbskull wasn’t even home.”
 
   “If he wasn’t home then how do you know he doesn’t like it?”
 
   I held my hand out, “Duh, because I called him. I called him to find out where he was and do you know what happened?” I waited and he shook his head slowly, or at least I think it was slowly. It kind of spun around the opposite way the room was spinning. “Someone else said, ‘Who is it, sweetie?’Can you believe that? He was with some other woman!”
 
   He grimaced and held up his hand. “Wait, maybe it was innocent.”
 
   “An innocent woman calling him sweetie?” I asked, one brow going down until it practically touched my nose. 
 
   “Maybe it was his mom or his sister?” 
 
   I shook my head, but thought better of it when the room started to spin like a child’s top. “He’s an only child and his mom is dead. Nice try, though.”
 
   He rubbed my back a little out of kindness or pity, one of the two. “I’m sorry, Eliana. Maybe you should get some rest and tomorrow things will be better.”
 
   I eyed him up and down. His thick black hair begged for me to run my fingers through it. 
 
   “Maybe tonight can be salvaged,” I purred. “We could retire to my bedroom and you could help me forget all about him.”
 
   He stood and took my shoes off, lifting my legs onto the sofa and covering me with the blanket that lay across the back. 
 
   “Sorry, but I don’t have sex with drunk women. Especially drunk women I work with.”
 
   I jutted my lip out in a pout. “You think I’m ugly and fat, don’t you.”
 
   “I think you’re drunk and the alcohol is making you braver than you really are. Sleep it off, Eliana, and tomorrow you’ll be happy I kept my pants zipped tonight.”
 
   I looked away from his handsome, boy next door, face. “The woman not drunk on wine knows that’s true. The woman drunk on wine wants to be comforted.”
 
   He knelt next to the sofa and smoothed my hair away from my face. “There are dozens of lines I could give you right now, but none of them would comfort you. The fact is, you deserve better than what he’s giving you. You liked the idea of being in love, but you weren’t actually in love.”
 
   “How do you know that?” I asked angrily, lifting myself up on one elbow. 
 
   “Because if you were in love with him you wouldn’t have gone to the bar and spent hours drinking wine. You would have moved heaven and hell to find him and then fought tooth and nail to get him back. Drinking is easy, love is not.”
 
   I flopped back down on the pillow and closed my eyes for a second. “Maybe I wasn’t in love with him, but I was in like. We haven’t been going out for very long, but we agreed to be exclusive. I don’t know what I was thinking anyway. Why would a guy like that be with a girl like me?”
 
   “What does that mean, Eliana?”
 
   “Don’t call me that. Only my mother calls me that.”
 
   He opened his mouth, but closed it again after thinking about it for a moment. 
 
   “And it means that I knew he was out of my league. He’s not the kind to settle down and stay with one woman the rest of his life. I was destined for heartache.”
 
   “I refuse to believe that you were out of his league. If he even had a league that tells me the kind of man he is.”
 
   “And I’m better off without him, right? There will be someone else to come along and sweep me of my feet. Better to know now than after I marry him, right?”
 
   He shook his head and pulled the blanket up around my shoulder. “Like I said, there are dozens of things I could say, but none of them would comfort you. Get some sleep, honey bunches, tomorrow is a new day.”
 
   “Honey bunches?” I asked sleepily. 
 
   “So far you’ve told me I can’t call you Ellie or Eliana, so I had nothing left but honey bunches.” He winked and then like that, he was gone.
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