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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    William Harper looked up at his wife of more years than he could count when she walked into the room. If she’d asked him the number, he could tell her—just like he could tell her anything about their lives—but he liked to pretend he couldn’t and watch the fire leap into her eyes. 
 
    She handed him a beer, then set her wine glass down and crawled into his lap, leaning against his chest while he pushed back the bottom of his recliner. It was a nighttime ritual for them. Relaxing together at the end of their day.  
 
    To this day, he still loved to feel her in his arms—to hold her tight and think back to the time when he thought he wouldn’t be able to have her. That he’d never be good enough. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” she asked, lying her head against his chest and snuggling in some more. It was a move that touched him just as much today as it did so long ago. 
 
    “Just thinking about the beautiful woman on my lap right now. That fills my head so that nothing else can occupy it.” 
 
    “You always were a smooth one,” she said, kissing his neck. “Well, maybe not in the beginning, but then you got your confidence.” 
 
    He laughed, loving how she picked on him. “And you fell for it all. Hook, line, and sinker. I tossed the line and reeled you in good and strong.” 
 
    “You keep trying to tell yourself that.” She ran her hand lovingly up and down his thigh, then sighed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” He knew her better than he knew himself at times. She’d been a little sad lately, and that was completely unlike her. 
 
    “I spent the day with Michele and we were talking about the kids.” Michele Mathews was Isabel’s best friend and when they weren’t actually together in their free time, they were still chatting some way or another. 
 
    “Thomas mentioned something about Lucas dating a new girl that just moved to the area. Has him all twisted around.” Thomas Mathews was more than William’s best friend. He was the man who helped him build his life. The life he’d always wanted and the life that he’d been able to provide for his wife and four children. The life he’d thought he needed to win Isabel over. Turned out all he needed was to love her. 
 
    Isabel heaved a big sigh again and he had a feeling where this was going. “She thinks there might be a wedding around the corner.” 
 
    “I heard that, too. They’ve got to be thrilled.” 
 
    “She is. When are our kids going to settle down? The boys are in their thirties. Kaitlin close behind. Someone should be married by now, don’t you think?” 
 
    It would be unwise to laugh at his wife, so he didn’t. He wanted to, but knew better. “Plenty of time yet. Don’t be pushing them into something they aren’t ready for.” 
 
    “Ready? Aside from Phil, not one of them is even dating someone. And if Phil thinks of marrying that girl, I’ll put my foot down.” 
 
    “I don’t think Phil is even considering it, no matter how much people are talking about it. What’s this really about?” he asked. There had to be more. 
 
    “I want grandkids. At Alec and Phil’s age, we were married and had all four of them.” 
 
    “Times are different now and you know that. Ben just got home and he is nowhere near ready to settle down. Alec is out having too much fun. Phil is searching for something he can’t seem to find, and no one can help him. And Kaitlin is too busy building her career. Relax. It will happen when it does.” 
 
    “You’re right. I know you are. I just want it to happen now.” 
 
    “You’ve always been impatient,” he said, his hand roaming under her shirt. Her skin was still as soft and smooth as it was all those years ago. 
 
    She turned and put her lips on his. “And you’ve always loved it. Do you remember the first night we met?” 
 
    “Luckiest night of my life. I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    “That’s sweet. Guess it was luck for me too that no one stole my purse.” 
 
    “You’ve never lost it again, either. Or left it anywhere. Guess you learned your lesson that night.” 
 
    “Oh, I learned it, all right,” she said, turning around and straddling his hips. “I learned that sexy bartenders have their eyes on everything going on in the bar at all times.” 
 
    “How else would I have known where you left it? Or who it belonged to?” She was doing a good job distracting him. 
 
    She pulled the beer out of his hand, the one he hadn’t even taken a sip of, and put it next to her untouched wine. “Why don’t you show me what you wanted to do to me that night but were too afraid to? No one’s watching now. Just like no one was back then.” 
 
    He didn’t need to be told twice, and slid her off his lap, standing up next to her. “Let’s go upstairs.” 
 
    She laughed, the same sexy laugh she had that night, and all his brain matter settled into his pants. “We aren’t some old couple that needs to go to our room. We’ve got a whole empty house to ourselves. Where do you want to start?” 
 
    That woman he fell in love with all those years ago had only gotten better with age. She was still sweet and soft, rebellious and adventurous, and she was all his, thanks to a lost purse on a cold winter night. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Teamwork 
 
      
 
    Thirty-four years ago 
 
      
 
    The snow was coming down hard outside, the bar empty inside. It’d been hopping like a normal Friday night early on, but dwindled down about two hours ago. The last of the stragglers left about ten minutes ago. 
 
    The minute they were out the door, he’d locked up and started to put chairs on the tables he’d already wiped down, preparing to mop the floor and get it cleaned up for the owners to open tomorrow afternoon. 
 
    Four years of college, working ten hours a day and another several at this bar on the weekends, and he still had little to show for it other than a ton of debt, a sore body, and a cold bed to go home to. 
 
    He turned the radio on behind the bar so he didn’t feel so lonely. Loneliness was something he felt too much of in his life lately, it seemed. 
 
    He was almost done, hurrying more than normal, just wanting to get home and put his feet up on the coffee table in his little apartment. Nights like this, he was too lazy to even open up the sofa bed, falling asleep where he stopped for the night. 
 
    When he picked one of the last chairs up to turn it over, a purse fell on the floor. Just a tiny one, and he knew exactly who it belonged to. The petite brunette that was sitting at this corner table with two of her friends. 
 
    White wine. Two glasses of it. Her friends were drinking red. But it wasn’t the choice of her wine that stood out to him in a bar where everyone was drinking beer. No, it was the way she looked. Too nice and too classy to be frequenting this bar.  
 
    Her dark hair was long and parted in the center, raining over her shoulders, looking like silk. Straight as a board, swishing side to side when she moved her head. A curtain of sorts, and he wondered how it’d feel in his hands if he lifted it away and placed his lips to the pulse at her neck. 
 
    But he pushed those thoughts away because he was working in a bar, barely able to keep his head above water in his studio apartment in the wrong section of town, waiting for his break to come. Waiting for someone to believe in him enough to give him a chance. 
 
    He placed the purse behind the counter, pushing the lovely lady from his mind, and went back to his manual labor. He was wiping the table down when he heard a knock on the glass. 
 
    Looking toward the window, he didn’t see anything but white beyond, wind and swirling snowflakes. He put his head down to finish up fast and get home, thinking it was his imagination until it sounded again. 
 
    This time he walked to the door, pushed the old paisley curtain aside, and thought he was dreaming.  
 
    Only he wasn’t, because there she was. The beautiful brunette he was fantasizing about all night long, standing there shivering, her arms wrapped around her waist, smiling at him and nodding her head impatiently for him to let her in. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Good grief, Isabel thought, what more did she have to do to get the bartender to open the door? Strip naked and do a dance for him? She’d been standing there knocking for over a minute. 
 
    “Sorry to bother you,” she said, stepping in and shaking the snow from her hair. “I think I left my purse here. When I got back to my place, I couldn’t find it, so the cab driver brought me back.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did. It’s behind the bar. I’ll get it for you.” He left his rag on the table, then rubbed his hands on his jeans. He was taller than she’d thought he was, towering over her by at least a foot. She realized now that the bar wasn’t raised as high as she’d thought, that it was him. 
 
    “Thanks so much. I’ve never done that before. I’m not sure what I was thinking.” 
 
    “No problem. I didn’t go through it or anything. I just figured you’d come back for it.” 
 
    She waved her hand. “No worries. Not much in there really.” 
 
    “Your ID,” he said, cracking just a tiny grin. 
 
    He was even handsomer up close. Dark hair, not quite as dark as hers. His eyes, though, they were almost black. A little dangerous and definitely probing, with him not looking real friendly at the interruption. It should’ve unnerved her but instead excited her. She’d decided she needed a little excitement in her life lately.  
 
    “Well, if I hadn’t come back for it, then you’d know where to find me,” she said, teasing a little. 
 
    Not much reaction from him. “True. The owners take care of lost items. It would have made its way back to you at some point.” 
 
    She looked around the now empty bar. It was more dismal than it looked earlier when it was half full. Her roommate, Dawn, had wanted to go out for the night, but she would have rather stayed home. Now she was glad she didn’t.  
 
    “So you have to close all by yourself?” she asked. 
 
    He shrugged. Guess he wasn’t much of a talker. “Not a big deal. Quiet night, so not much to do.” He hadn’t made an attempt to pick up his cleaning rag and continue. Instead, he was just standing there watching her hold her clutch in front of her. 
 
    “Looks like you’re almost done.” Chairs were on all the tables but the one next to her, where it looked like he was working when she knocked. 
 
    “Just need to sweep and mop, then I can call it a night.” 
 
    “Do you need some help?” she asked. “It’s coming down pretty hard out there, so I’m sure you’d like to leave.” 
 
    He eyed her funny, looking over her long jacket and knee-high boots. “I’m good. You probably should go grab your cab before he leaves.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, turning quickly. She’d completely forgotten about that. She’d told Dawn she’d just be a minute. “I guess I’ll let you get back to it.” But when she turned to leave and opened the door, she saw the cab was nowhere to be found. “I think they left me here.” 
 
    “I can call you another one,” he said. 
 
    “Or you can bring me home. I mean, if you live in the city. I’m just a few blocks from here,” she said before she lost her nerve. 
 
    He hesitated and then said, “I can do that. I’m in the city, too. I’ll probably be done before someone could make their way here anyway. Why don’t you have a seat at the bar while I finish up. Can I get you another wine or a water or something?” 
 
    He was pretty cute, looking flustered at the moment and not at all dangerous like she first thought with those dark looks of his. “I’m good. And I’ll help you. It’s the least I can do. I’m Isabel, by the way. Isabel Carmichael.” She walked up and held her hand out to him. 
 
    When his hand touched hers, she almost had to leap back from the spark. “William Harper. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” she said, and she meant it. He walked over and cleaned the last table off, then turned the chairs over. She removed her jacket and hung it on the back of a bar stool. When he walked out of the room and came back with a broom and dust pan, she took them out of his hands. “Let me do that. You can mop behind me. Teamwork.” 
 
    He nodded, almost bashful-like, but handed over the broom, and she got to work while she heard water running out back. They worked in silence for all of five minutes before it started to get on her nerves. 
 
    “So, William, how long have you worked here?” 
 
    He looked up sharply, as if he’d completely forgotten she was in the room with him. Talk about a blow to her self-confidence. “Just a few months.” 
 
    “Do you work every night?” 
 
    “Friday night. Saturday and Sunday afternoons until close.” 
 
    “You’ve got the weekdays to yourself then. That’s nice.” She started to sweep faster now. He appeared to be a complete dud. Guess she was wrong about him, if he couldn’t say more than a few words. 
 
    “What?” he asked. “No. I work during the week, too.” Then he went back to moving his mop around. 
 
    She rolled her eyes but slowed down her sweeping. Maybe they could get somewhere now. “What do you do during the week?” she asked. It was like pulling teeth. She did that all day with her students; she wasn’t sure she wanted to with a man. 
 
    “I work at Weber Investments.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, leaning on the broom. That surprised her. “What do you do there?” 
 
    “Not much,” he said, then laughed. “Sorry. I’d like to do more, but right now it doesn’t seem to be working out the way I envisioned it.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” He didn’t look like the suit and tie type to her. He wore his faded Levis well and the cotton shirt pushed up at his elbows even better.  
 
    “It’s not easy drumming up clients. My boss doesn’t get the need to hustle. He’d rather sit around and wait for people to come to him. I guess he figures it’s his due now.” At her odd look, he finally added, “I’m an investment broker.” 
 
    She was right about him. Not a dud, but a go-getter. Maybe a little shy about it. “How long have you worked there?” 
 
    “Just a few months. Right out of college,” he said, slowing the motion of his mopping too. They were barely doing anything other than talking at this point. More looking at each other than anything, and things were picking up in her mind.  
 
    “Why are you working here then?” 
 
    “I’ve got to pay the bills somehow. The bulk of my income is commission and right now, it’s not very high.” 
 
    “But it’s got to be exciting, right? Going out and meeting new people, taking some risks and gambling a little.” 
 
    “It is. It’s just trying to talk others into taking that risk with me. My day will come, I’m sure. A little hard work never hurt anyone,” he said. “What about you? What do you do?”  
 
    Finally, he was asking her something. She didn’t miss his glance at her left hand for a ring. “I just started working myself. I’m a math teacher.” 
 
    “Where?” he asked. 
 
    “Emma Willard.” 
 
    “The college prep school for girls, right?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s the one,” she said. Most people were surprised when they heard she taught there. Then when they found out her father was the head of the school, they figured that was how she’d gotten the job.  
 
    Deep down she knew it was, but she was out to show she could do it on her own. She wanted to prove she didn’t need her father to get her a job. What she wanted to do was give back to the girls in the school that she’d attended. She wanted to show them that there was a whole wide world out there, and that they should work hard and try to achieve their goals. Not to rely on their fathers or future husbands…even though they all thought that was what she was doing. 
 
    That was why she came here drinking tonight. It was also why she moved out of her parents’ house months ago and found a roommate.  
 
    She was sick of her father controlling every move she made. Sick of him telling her what her place was in life and where she should work, let alone live. It was more of the same today at work and enough to decide a drink was what she needed. 
 
    She originally only agreed to take the job at Emma Willard in September so that she could start earning money to move out. But the longer she was there and the more she heard all the girls talking about their futures, the more she realized she could help. She could get them to see the big wide world and help them grab hold of it. 
 
    And that’s what she was going to do. Starting tonight. She was going to start taking risks and she was going to start living a little recklessly out from under her father’s watchful eye. She was going to practice what she preached. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Like a Woman 
 
      
 
    William looked over at Isabel as she swept the floor in her nice skirt, pretty orange sweater—that he was guessing was cashmere—and her knee-high leather boots. Real leather, not imitation. 
 
    Now that he knew where she worked, he was able to see she was completely out of his league just by her appearance alone. When she started to talk to him, he held back just enough to be polite but push her out the door.  
 
    No matter how pretty she was. No matter how attracted he was to her. He wasn’t getting involved. He’d drive her home and drop her off and then get on with his sixty-hour workweek. 
 
    He went back to mopping, moving closer to where she had stopped sweeping halfway in the room, forcing her to get back to work.  
 
    “Have you always lived in this area?” she asked. 
 
    She sure was nosy. He could still be cordial while he finished, but that was all. “Yeah. Been here most of my life.” 
 
    “Did you go to college around here, too?” 
 
    “I did. Went to Siena.” And had the student loans to prove it. Loans he’d be paying off for the next ten years, if not more. 
 
    “That’s a great business college.” 
 
    “It is,” he said, the idle chitchat just making him work faster. “What about you?” He wasn’t really that curious, but she seemed pretty chatty, so why not? 
 
    “I’ve lived in Saratoga my whole life. Went to college at Skidmore.” 
 
    Another ridiculously expensive private school. Guess it went hand in hand with her job at Emma Willard. “Did you go to school at Emma Willard first?” he asked. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Her high school education cost more than his four years of college. “So you stayed at home in college then?” he asked. That’s what he did. It was cheaper that way, and he still struggled to support himself. Then again, home meant living with his grandparents, but it still was rent free and he’d taken anything he could get. 
 
    “No. I lived on campus.” She laughed lightly and it shot heat into places he shouldn’t be feeling with her. “I wanted to go away and that is what was acceptable to my parents.” 
 
    He nodded, not knowing what else he could say at that point. She’d gone to a private prep high school, then a local prestigious college after. He’d lived with his grandparents because his mother had passed away and his father was never around much. He’d been struggling to rub two pennies together for years, but was damned if he was going to live the rest of his life that way. 
 
    Isabel talked about taking risks, and that was what he did to move ahead in life. These next few years of trying to make ends meet were just his stepping stones. He knew it and he believed it. If only he could get others to believe in him, too. 
 
    “We’re almost done here,” he said, finishing up the last little corner. He was ready to call it a night. 
 
    She sighed, like she wasn’t ready for the night to end. But he had to work again tomorrow and he was guessing she was going to just stay home and relax. He’d been at it since six a.m. 
 
    “Where do you want the broom and dust pan?” she asked. 
 
    He was going to tell her to leave it, but decided they’d get done quicker if she followed him out back. Then he could push her out of his mind when she left. Only he knew that wouldn’t be completely true. He’d not only been watching her all night, he also knew he’d be dreaming of her for months to come. 
 
    But dreaming about things didn’t mean he could have them. He knew that well enough. 
 
    “Follow me,” he said, then stuck the mop in the bucket and pushed it toward the sink in the back.  
 
    They put everything away, more silence between them. When they walked back out to get her jacket, a song came on the radio, a slow song. Something he’d never heard before, and really didn’t care to hear now when the last thing he wanted to think of was romance. 
 
    “Why don’t you dance with me, William?” she said. 
 
    “What?” he asked, looking at her like she was losing her mind. He didn’t think two glasses of wine would have made someone that tipsy, and she’d showed no signs of it…until she made that suggestion out of the blue. 
 
    “You heard me,” she said, walking forward and taking his hand in hers. That spark again, the one he’d felt when he shook her hand earlier, now shot right up his arm and landed in his chest. 
 
    “Do you always dance with strange men?” he asked. If she was going to flirt knowing all she knew about him already, then he figured why not? It was just a dance. 
 
    “No. You would be my first.” 
 
    He pulled her into his arms, put his hands on her hips, keeping some space between them. She wasn’t having much of that, though. Not when she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him in closer.  
 
    “I know you know that isn’t the type of dancing I meant,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Maybe I’m trying to be a gentleman tonight,” he whispered back. The urge to lay his lips on the pulse beating at her neck was massive, but he wouldn’t be that forward. Maybe if he were on campus dancing with someone it would be different. But not with Isabel. Something told him she wouldn’t appreciate that boldness. 
 
    “Maybe I don’t want you to be.” 
 
    Okay, he was completely wrong. When she pulled him closer, their bodies touching as they swayed to the music, his hand lifted without thought, brushing her shiny hair off her shoulder and onto her back. It felt as smooth as he’d imagined it would. 
 
    “What do you want then?” he asked. She’d asked earlier if there was excitement in the risk and the gamble. He’d always felt it before and did more so now.  
 
    “I want you to not look at me like I come from a different world than you. I want you to look at me like a woman that I know you’re attracted to, rather than someone out of your reach.” 
 
    He leaned back and caught her smirk. Damn, she was smart. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because we’re both living in the same world right now. Standing in the same place. Everyone is just a person in this world and in this place. I’m dancing with a person right now. A person that happens to be a very handsome man.” 
 
    Her fingertips were running along the back of his neck. That shock he felt earlier when she pulled him into the dance was nothing compared to the explosion he was feeling now. Nothing could stop the flood of sensations settling into his lower body.  
 
    “So you’re telling me I should see the beautiful woman in my arms and not the high-end clothing, or prestigious school and impressive job you have.” There was no holding back the words now. The conversation was taking another turn. Risk and gamble coming out to play. 
 
    “Exactly,” she said. “What I want you to see is me. I want you to look at me and say you’re attracted to me. That you’ve been looking in my direction all night. That you want to kiss me but are afraid I’d be shocked over it.” 
 
    “So you want me to be honest,” he said, looking at her lips now. Those full lips, the bottom one that she was pulling into her mouth, her tongue coming out to move around the edge of it now. Teasing him. Taunting him to make a play for her. 
 
    “Yes. Tell me the truth. I don’t like lying at all,” she said, lowering her eyes to his lips. Inching in closer, almost making the move before he could. 
 
    He wouldn’t let that happen though. No. Instead he closed those last few inches and put his mouth on hers. Tasted those sweet lips, pulled her tighter and held her hard. 
 
    And when her fingers threaded through his hair and kept him in place, he didn’t see anything. All he felt was a woman that he’d thought he’d never be able to have—and she was holding onto him like she belonged no other place but in his arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Intelligent Conversation 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry I left you last night.” 
 
    Isabel walked out of her room the next morning in her flannel winter pajamas. The apartment she shared with Dawn was nice, and in a decent section of town, but it was old and drafty. 
 
    “Why did you?” Isabel asked. Not that she was sorry that she was deserted by her friend and forced to find another way home. 
 
    “The cab driver was getting annoyed. Said he wanted to get home, that the roads were bad, and no one was out anyway. We honked the horn for you a few times.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear it,” she said. She was too focused on William and getting him to talk, to open up to her. She’d known deep down he wasn’t a dull, boring guy. That underneath the few short words he’d had for her was a man that had been admiring her all night. A man that wanted to make a move but was intimidated for some reason. 
 
    She’d asked him about risk and gambling, and decided it was time to take some of her own. She was glad that she’d been right all along. That he really did want her but was almost afraid to take that step. She’d boldly guessed the reason why, took that risk and laid it on the line, then put a stop to those crazy thoughts and ideas he’d had that were holding him back.  
 
    She had his number tucked right in her purse and she planned on using it. Hooray for boldness. 
 
    “How did you get home? Did you have to call your father?” Dawn asked, wincing. 
 
    Calling her father was a last resort. Isabel wouldn’t do that even if she found herself in jail. Well, that was a lie—she’d call her mother at the very least, but not her father. He’d only tell her that she wasn’t ready to be on her own and needed to move back home. 
 
    “The bartender brought me home.” 
 
    Dawn sat up straighter on the couch where she’d been lounging and flipping through a magazine. “Really? Do tell.” 
 
    Isabel wasn’t sure how much she wanted to say. She’d only known Dawn a short time—when she answered the ad for a roommate. Dawn was a secretary at the local newspaper and had worked there a few years already. She was only one year older than Isabel, but Dawn hadn’t gone to college.  
 
    Dawn was all about finding herself a husband right now and didn’t have too high of a criteria either, often bringing men home. Dawn seemed to think Isabel wasn’t aware when one of those men snuck out in the morning or the middle of the night. 
 
    “Not much to say. He dropped me off and went home. It was snowing pretty hard last night.” 
 
    “That’s it? You waited for him to finish working and he gave you a lift. That’s kind of boring. I thought for sure you’d get his name at least. He was watching you all night long.” 
 
    Isabel grinned. “You didn’t ask me that. You only asked how I got home. But yes, I’ve got his name. And his number.” 
 
    “What’s he like?” Dawn asked, bringing her foot under her leg and getting comfortable. “That dark hair and those dark eyes of his. He was pretty hot. Had this mysterious look to him. Dangerous, even.” 
 
    Isabel laughed. “Not dangerous. I wouldn’t get involved with anyone dangerous and you know that. He was a little mysterious at first. More like quiet, but we talked. He’s really nice and sweet once he opened up.” 
 
    “Sweet, huh?” Dawn said, frowning. “Dangerous is better.” 
 
    “I’m not you, Dawn,” Isabel said. “I just want some guy who is interested in me. Someone I can have an intelligent conversation with.” 
 
    Dawn laughed. “He’s a bartender. How much of an intelligent conversation could you have?” 
 
    Isabel ground her teeth and walked into the kitchen. She didn’t want to say more, but knew she had to defend William. She came back a minute later with a cup of coffee, after she calmed down. “He only works there part time. He’s an investment broker,” she said. 
 
    That caught Dawn’s eye. “So husband material, then.” Maybe it would have been better if she hadn’t added that part. 
 
    “I’m not looking for a husband, either. And no. He just graduated from college in May, like me. He’s only been working there a few months.” 
 
    “Oh. Still. Potential. That’s good,” Dawn said, not letting it drop. “So what intelligent things did you talk about?” 
 
    Nothing. But Isabel was too embarrassed to admit that. She’d spent more time just getting him to speak in general rather than broaching anything interesting. “Nothing you’d care to hear about.” 
 
    Dawn shrugged, accepting that answer, like Isabel knew she would. Dawn was superficial at best. “When are you going to call him?” she asked instead. 
 
    “I’m going to wait a few days. He has to work this weekend at the bar anyway.” 
 
    “Let’s go back again tonight,” Dawn said, looking excited. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard me. Let’s go back and have a few drinks again tonight. No reason to even call him.” 
 
    “No. I’m not desperate, and that smacks of desperation.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Dawn said, shrugging, “but it’s your life.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Isabel said. “My life.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “William, you got two calls this morning already while you were out. I left the messages on your desk.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, taking his jacket off and hanging it on the rack behind his chair. His coworker, Alan, spent most of his time making cold calls rather than going out and meeting people. He did well enough, William supposed, but it wasn’t what William was hoping to do with his career. 
 
    “It’s too damn cold to be walking around today. What do you do all day long?” 
 
    William had told Alan before what he was doing. Even tried to get him to go along with him, but no one seemed to see the importance of it at this place.  
 
    “I set up appointments with businesses. I go in and pitch retirement funds and building portfolios for them, try to get them to talk to their staff about it. Payroll contribution and matches. That’s what I’m looking at.” 
 
    “Why? Just go after the big bucks. Focus on those with money. It’s easier that way.” 
 
    Alan didn’t get it. “There is less in that market than the working class that need to just understand how to put money away for their retirement someday. I’m going for the majority right now. The untapped.” 
 
    “Peanuts,” Alan said, waving his hand. “You’ll do twice as much work for half the cut.” 
 
    “Never mind,” William said. There was no talking to some people. 
 
    He sat at his desk and looked at the first message. It was a business he’d visited last week, a law firm. Encouraging, for sure. Most times he didn’t get a call back, but it didn’t stop him from hitting the pavement each day. 
 
    The next message was from Isabel Carmichael. He’d only given her his home number and wondered why she was calling him here. 
 
    It’d been four days since he’d dropped her off at her apartment. An apartment that was in a nicer part of town, but not the high-end section that he’d expected.  
 
    Even after the second kiss they shared—this one in his car, the heater blasting on her face, pushing her hair around—he still didn’t think he’d call her. 
 
    What would he say? Where would he take her out? She was probably used to fancier restaurants than he’d ever been to. 
 
    He couldn’t very well invite her back to his place. All it consisted of was a tiny gallery kitchen, a bathroom, and a living room with a sofa bed in the middle. It was the only piece of furniture he had other than a coffee table that doubled as his kitchen table. 
 
    So even though he still had her number tucked away in his wallet, he really hadn’t had any intention of calling her. After a few days had passed, he figured she wasn’t going to call him either. Guess he was wrong and, truth be told, happy to be so. 
 
    Her message said to call after four. Probably when she got home from school for the day. He’d see how the day went, if he bothered to call or not. Time yet to make that decision. 
 
    Four o’clock came and went and he didn’t make the call. He’d picked the phone up a few times to do it, but couldn’t figure out what to say. Not here at work. Not with Alan within hearing distance. 
 
    Part of him didn’t want to even return her call out of embarrassment. He had nothing to give her. Nothing to offer her. But the other part said to take that risk and take that gamble that he’d bragged about loving. He’d been a hustler his whole life, and he wasn’t going to change for anyone. If she didn’t like it, then she didn’t. But he was who he was, and it’s who he was going to end up being fifty years from now. 
 
    He was just walking in his door at five thirty when he heard the phone ring, then rushed forward to grab it. “Hello.” 
 
    “I finally caught you.” He’d recognize that sexy voice anywhere. 
 
    “Sorry. I’ve been in and out of the office all day,” he said. It wasn’t a complete lie. 
 
    “I figured. Your coworker said you weren’t easy to reach. He asked if there was anything he could help me with. I said no, fast. I think he was getting ready to read me some sales pitch.” 
 
    “Probably,” William said, not surprised that Alan might try to steal some of his clients. He’d been playing tag with the other message he’d gotten today. It looked promising, if he could only get a second chance to talk to the owner of the firm this time. 
 
    “So why haven’t you called me?” Isabel asked. She was a bold one for sure, and it was growing on him when he’d never liked that trait before. 
 
    “I’ve been working,” he said. 
 
    “I figured as much over the weekend. But not last night,” she said. 
 
    “Did you want me to call you?” 
 
    “I would think that tracking you down at your job is answer enough.” 
 
    Good point. “How did you manage that?” he asked. 
 
    She laughed. “You told me where you worked.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” He was sounding like a fool right now. He couldn’t remember the last time he sounded like this talking to a woman. He always thought he was a smooth one around the ladies. He needed to figure out how to get his groove back. 
 
    “William. Do you want me to hang up and forget about you? I can do that, but I thought there was a connection there on Friday. If you’re not interested, then just tell me.” 
 
    Very up front, and he found he liked that a lot. “I’m interested.” 
 
    “Good. Then why don’t you ask me on a date?” she said. 
 
    “It’d have to be a weeknight. I work most of the weekend.” 
 
    “I know. What time do you start work in the morning?” she asked. 
 
    “Whenever I get in the office. Normally between eight and nine. Depends on if I have a client meeting scheduled or not.” 
 
    “How about we meet for breakfast tomorrow morning at seven then? Will that work for you? We’ll meet someplace between your office and my school.” 
 
    “I can do that,” he said. 
 
    They talked for a few more minutes, she told him where to meet her for breakfast, and they hung up. He realized he never even took his jacket off until he sat on his couch after disconnecting the call. He’d been standing there talking to her on the phone for ten minutes. 
 
    Now he slid it off and loosened his tie, then pulled that off, too. A breakfast date. He’d never had one of them before. Couldn’t be much different than a dinner date, he assumed. And no pressure for anything else, since they both had somewhere to be. 
 
    He wondered if that was her intention all along. Keep him at arm’s length while she made a decision on what she really wanted. 
 
    Then he wondered why he was even worrying over it. He knew going in that nothing could happen between them anyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Be That Way 
 
      
 
    The next morning, he was just walking toward the diner when he saw a Cadillac pull in front of the building and Isabel get out of the passenger side. He might not have thought much of it if she didn’t walk around to the driver’s side when the window was rolled down, lean in, and give the guy driving a hug. 
 
    He had seconds to make a decision, knowing the one he made would tick her off, but he was too annoyed to care about that. Instead, he turned and walked away. 
 
    Hours later when he got to his office he wasn’t surprised to see two messages from Isabel left on his desk. He’d never done that before. Just stood someone up. It was wrong and he knew it, but he’d also known nothing could happen between them anyway, so why waste their time? 
 
    When he was home that night, his phone rang again, and though he was tempted to answer it, he feared it was Isabel and let it go. Maybe she’d get the hint. 
 
    Only she didn’t. Two days later he was returning from a meeting and there she was, sitting in one of the old chairs in the reception area chatting along with Sheryl like he hadn’t left her by herself at the diner. That he hadn’t been ignoring her. Like he hadn’t been thinking about her nonstop. 
 
    “Isabel,” he said, nodding his head. “What brings you here?” 
 
    She lifted an eyebrow. “I think you know, but obviously I need to spell it all out for you. Is there somewhere private we can talk?” 
 
    He looked over at Sheryl, the receptionist. She smirked. “Jeff’s office is empty if you want to use that.” 
 
    He bit the sarcasm back. “Thanks, Sheryl.” 
 
    “So start talking,” Isabel said, once the office door had closed. 
 
    He was kind of shocked at how pushy she was being, bordering on obnoxious. He supposed he had it coming if he was honest with himself. “What is it you want to know?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Why didn’t you show up for breakfast? Or return my calls? Even answer my call that night?” 
 
    He shifted a bit and took his jacket off, draping it over his arm. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “That’s an apology, not an explanation.” 
 
    His lips twitched, but if she was going to be brassy, so was he. “When I meet someone for a date, I make sure I’m not seeing someone else at the same time.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, looking confused. 
 
    She obviously didn’t get it. “This isn’t going to work out. You should just stay with whoever you’re dating right now. I’m sure they’re a better fit than me.” 
 
    “I’m not dating anyone right now. And how do you know what or who is a better fit for me?” 
 
    She had her arms crossed in front of her jacket. He should offer to take it from her, but he really just wanted to end this rather than invite her to stay longer. It was hard to admit he wasn’t good enough. She’d guessed it the other night and made him feel like she was sincere. Now he knew otherwise. 
 
    “Why do you keep trying to reach me?” he asked instead. 
 
    “Beats the heck out of me.” 
 
    “Yet you’re here.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “I guess that’s my mistake. I saw something that you didn’t, it seems. Have a nice life, William.” 
 
    “Say hi to the man that dropped you off the other day for me.” 
 
    She whirled around and eyed him hard. He had no clue what possessed him to say that. To give her the satisfaction that he saw her with someone else. 
 
    When she burst out laughing, he felt his face fill with heat. “That’s what this is about? That my cousin gave me a lift to the diner because my car didn’t start? That I thought you could have driven me to work afterward, but instead I had to call a cab?” 
 
    “Cousin?” he asked, adding embarrassment to the annoyance he was feeling. 
 
    “Yep. Were you jealous?” she asked, smirking at him. 
 
    He’d only look like more of a fool if he denied it. “It doesn’t matter. I still think this can’t go anywhere.” 
 
    She sighed. “One date, William. Just one date. That’s all. Then we can cross this off as a waste of our time. But I’ve got the time to spare and it seems to me all you do is work. Are you afraid that maybe I’m what you really want?” 
 
    Deathly afraid, but he’d never admit it. “I guess one date wouldn’t hurt,” he said. What did he have to lose other than his self-confidence, when she realized what he’d been trying to tell her all along? That nothing could ever work between them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t get to tell you how different you look in a suit and tie the other day,” she said when William walked over to the booth she was sitting at and slid his jacket off. “I was too ticked off that you stood me up. Then too elated that you were a fool.” 
 
    “A fool?” he asked. 
 
    “Come on. Admit it. It was silly. You could have just asked me rather than running away. And now I’ve annoyed you and that wasn’t my intent.” She sighed and then took a deep breath. “Sorry. I really like you. Maybe I’m being pushy and forward, and I’ll stop. But I really do you think you look handsome in your suit and tie. Can we start over now?” It might be better to dial it back some and start fresh. She was shocked he’d actually agreed to this date after she all but attacked then insulted him yesterday. 
 
    “Sure. Thanks, I think, about the suit and tie comment.” 
 
    “It’s definitely a compliment.” She finally realized that she was going to have to keep taking the first step with William for the time being. It was fine with her. It gave her a little challenge she’d been missing in life, but she was going to have to be more tactful. 
 
    “You look very nice too,” he said back. She’d stood when he came in and then sat back down. She was hoping he’d sit next to her in the booth, but instead he slid onto the bench across from her. Oh well. She reminded herself to take baby steps. 
 
    She lifted her arm to the waitress who rushed over with a pot of coffee and two cups. “Do you drink coffee?” she asked. 
 
    “By the gallon,” he said. 
 
    “Me too. Sometimes I’m up late grading papers. If I stare at the work too long, my eyes start to cross and the coffee helps me.” 
 
    “Do you both know what you want to order?” the waitress asked once their cups were filled. 
 
    “I’ll have the pancakes with strawberries on top,” she said. 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    “Do you really like pancakes with strawberries?” she asked him when the waitress walked away. “Or are you trying to be accommodating?” 
 
    “Since you aren’t the one cooking, I wasn’t worried about being accommodating.” He grinned when he said that and her heart went pitter patter. He hadn’t really smiled at her yet. Not like this. Not one that reached his eyes. “It was more that it sounded really good. Better than boring old eggs that I eat all the time.” 
 
    “Why do you eat so many eggs?” she asked. The way he said it was odd. Like he wasn’t happy about it, and was being forced. 
 
    “It’s one of the few things I know how to make.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, maybe you need someone to teach you how to cook more than eggs.” 
 
    “Maybe I do,” he said. 
 
    She poured cream in her coffee and picked it up to take a sip. He picked up his cup too, only he drank it black. “Tell me what you’ve got planned for your day.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re just no fun. I’m trying to make conversation here. It’s either that, or I’m going to ask you to tell me more about your life. Your personal life.” 
 
    He smiled and winked at her. This couldn’t be the same person who kissed her senseless in his car on Friday night. The same man where she had to make the move for him to do it in the first place, then ditched her over a silly misunderstanding. Oh yeah, let’s not forget how she all but rolled over him because he stood her up. Yet he didn’t seem to be holding it against her and now was smiling and winking. She liked this side of him much better. 
 
    “I’ve got a few phone calls to make. A few appointments where I go and do my normal sales pitch, and then I’ll go back to my office and make some calls and try to find some more companies to set up appointments with.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “Does it get frustrating?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “But you’re going to be successful. I can just tell.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Because it’s your attitude. You know what you need to do and you just go do it. You’ve probably been that way your whole life and always will be. Even when you make it big, I bet you’re still going to be that way.” 
 
    He laughed. No grin. No smile, but a booming laugh. “You’re good for my ego. I hope to make it big. And if—when—I do, I’ll still be this way. I won’t forget what it took to get there and I won’t slack off.” 
 
    That was a funny way to phrase it, she thought. “Slack off?” 
 
    “I come from a family of slackers, for the most part. I’m trying to distance myself from that.” 
 
    “Slackers, how?” She wasn’t sure if he would answer but was hoping he did. She wanted a little bit of insight into what made him tick. 
 
    “I’m the youngest of three boys. My brothers, they all work, but manual labor jobs…when they hold onto a job. My father is the same way. No one really wants to work, but they know they need to to survive. No one has ever tried to find something they like to do. Maybe if they did, they’d want to do it more. I don’t know if I’m making sense or not.” 
 
    “You are. I get it. If you love—or even like—what you do, then you’re more likely to get up each morning wanting to start your day. What about your mother? Does she work?” she asked. 
 
    “My mother passed away when I was ten. My father held it together the best he could, but it was a hard life. I ended up moving in with my grandparents. My mother’s parents. They weren’t slackers by any sense of the word. Hard workers, busting their butt day in and day out. I’m the first in the family to get an education higher than a high school diploma.” 
 
    “That’s a big accomplishment,” she said. He was trying to break away from everything he knew. That took strength and a steel will to be the odd one out in his family. She was glad she’d pushed him now. Maybe she was a challenge to him, and she’d take whatever she could get. 
 
    “It is. It was. My grandparents are getting up there in age. They’ve got health issues. Both of them ended up in a nursing home last year. I was able to stay in their house for a few more months until I graduated and could get a job, thanks to my aunt. She held off putting the house up for sale. I just don’t want to go down that road. Work my fingers to the bone to have nothing to show for it toward the end of my life.” 
 
    “I don’t think that will happen with you.”  
 
    “Tell me about your life. Mine’s a little too dismal for morning conversation.” 
 
    She laughed. The waitress brought over their breakfasts and they both dug in. “Well, you know where I grew up and where I went to school. My mother doesn’t work, she never did. My father runs Emma Willard. He’s not in the school, not interacting with the students. That’s below him, though he’d never admit it publicly. You could say he is the superintendent, though that title is beneath him in his eyes, too. He runs a school that helps girls prepare for the world. Get a higher level education. Compete with men. But he wants his own wife at home taking care of the house and him.” 
 
    “Seems like an odd contradiction.” 
 
    “Very. He puts a good front on for everyone, donors and parents alike.” She paused for a minute. “I shouldn’t be saying this now that I’m hearing it come out of my mouth.” 
 
    “I won’t tell a soul,” he said. His smile was gone and he was dead serious. “So are you looking to be like your mother?” 
 
    “Meaning do I want to be a housewife and stay-at-home mom? Not at all. I love her to death. She’d never say anything to my father. She’d never stand up to him. He gave her a nice and easy life, but she wants me to have what I want.” 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “A life. A life separate from a spouse. I’d like to get married some day. Have kids. I love kids. But I want to have a purpose to my life other than that.” 
 
    “Yet you ended up where your father works,” he said. “If you don’t mind me saying, it seems strange considering what you just said.” 
 
    “I know. It was the first job offered to me and I took it. I took it for all the wrong reasons.” 
 
    “And what wrong reasons are those?” 
 
    She liked that he was listening to her. Not judging her at all. Not saying she was crazy. Not doing anything else but asking questions and eating his breakfast.  
 
    “I just wanted out from under my father’s thumb. Which is stupid considering he is pretty much my boss. Though I don’t directly report to him, I kind of do. But it was a job and money and enough for me to move out. Not on my own, but to just leave.” 
 
    “It takes a lot of courage to step off the path you’ve been groomed for.” 
 
    She laughed. She had to. “That’s a good way of saying it. Groomed. He still thinks the way he does. Thinks I’m out having a little fun until I find someone to marry and take care of me. At least I don’t have to hear about it daily. I very rarely see him at school, nor do I go home much anymore…or at least when he is there.” 
 
    “From someone who has had to scrape by as much as I have, I can tell you it’s not fun. But it also means you aren’t answerable to anyone, and that alone is always worth it.” 
 
    “I’m finding that out myself. So are you going to ask me out next, or do I have to keep chasing you?” 
 
    He almost spit his coffee out when she said that. He ended up coughing for a minute. She’d been accused of being blunt before and she wasn’t going to change that. It was the one trait she enjoyed shocking people with, and was glad she didn’t have to hide it anymore. Though she had to acknowledge she’d never been this pushy before and wondered what it truly meant. 
 
    “Do you want to go out with me again?” 
 
    “Really, William. This is getting old. What do you want me to say? I’m not going to beg.” At least she hoped she wouldn’t and prayed she wouldn’t be put to the test. 
 
    “I didn’t think you would,” he said, smiling again. The waitress came over and placed the bill in front of him. She reached for it and he slapped her hand playfully. “Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    “I asked you to breakfast,” she pointed out. 
 
    “You did. But I’m paying. That doesn’t mean I want to support you. That doesn’t mean I want a woman to stay home and cook and clean for me. Though I really do like to eat and if you like to cook that’d be a big bonus.” She laughed again. He had such a great personality and she was glad he was finally showing it to her. “What it means is a gentleman always pays for a date.” 
 
    “How about I make you dinner next then? We can go back and forth. You can take me out since I’m not a big fan of eggs. And I’ll bring food to your place and cook for you?” When he hesitated, she said, “I don’t care what your apartment looks like, William. I don’t care what you have, or don’t have. All I care about is that you’re the first guy who listened to what I just said and didn’t tell me I was nuts.” 
 
    “Then dinner sounds good.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    To the Point 
 
      
 
    Two days later, William stood at the reception area of his client’s office. He could hear someone moving around in the back, but no one was up front. 
 
    “Hi. I’m sorry,” a young woman said, rushing forward. “I was out back getting coffee ready for the day. Can I help you?” 
 
    “William Harper. I’ve got a nine o’clock appointment.” 
 
    She looked down at her desk—he couldn’t see due to the counter in his way—then said, “Yes, I see it right here. You’re a little early. Why don’t you have a seat over there and I’ll come get you when everyone arrives.” 
 
    William turned and walked over to the waiting area, hung up his jacket, and took a seat. He didn’t think he was that early. Just fifteen minutes, but he was guessing the office wasn’t even open yet by the looks of it. 
 
    He hadn’t been able to sleep and woke up an hour before his alarm clock went off. Between this meeting and his dinner with Isabel tonight, he was wound up good and tight. 
 
    “Hey, William. Good to see you again.” 
 
    He turned to see Thomas Mathews walking forward with this hand reached out. Thomas was a big bear of man, surprising William when they met a week ago. He sure didn’t look much like a lawyer. “I’m running a little late today or I would have been in earlier. My father isn’t here yet. Why don’t you come on back with me to my office for now?” 
 
    He followed Thomas down a hallway and around the corner. He was guessing Thomas was only two years or so older than him. He’d mentioned the other day he just started practicing at his father’s firm a few months ago. 
 
    When William walked into the office, he saw that though the room was small, it was nice and tidy. High-end desk and furniture. Guess lawyers knew how to impress. He took a seat in a chair with Thomas sitting opposite him. 
 
    “Can I have Wendy get you a coffee or something while we wait? It shouldn’t be more than a few minutes. She’s setting up the conference room now.” 
 
    “I’m good,” William said. 
 
    “Then we’ll just chat.” 
 
    “I really appreciate you giving me a chance to come back and meet with your father,” William said. 
 
    “Glad to do it. He’s been talking for years about wanting to start investing for his staff. Trying to set up some type of retirement plan, but he hasn’t found the right person to work with yet.” 
 
    That shocked William. He figured someone who’d been looking into this for years wouldn’t want to give their business to him, not when he was just starting out. No way was he blowing this chance. He’d looked everything over multiple times again this morning and was ready to pitch his idea. 
 
    “Have you met with other brokers recently?” William asked, figuring he better try to see what he was up against. 
 
    “Yep. Frankly I’m getting sick and tired of wasting my time doing it. I felt like my father gave me this as busy work, but realize now what he was doing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “He’s teaching me to weed out the bullshitters from go-getters.” 
 
    He wasn’t used to someone being that direct with him. Must be the week of direct people in his life. First Isabel and now Thomas. Thoughts of Isabel actually started to relax him a touch. “Which one am I?” 
 
    Thomas laughed. “You’re back, aren’t you?” 
 
    Good to know, William thought to himself. “Can I ask how many others you’ve met with?” 
 
    “More than I care to think about,” Thomas said, laughing. “So are you from around this area?” 
 
    William would have rather gotten more information, but he wasn’t going to push it. “I’ve lived in Albany most of my life. How about you?” 
 
    “I live in Saratoga. Lived there my whole life, but my father wanted his practice here.” 
 
    He thought of Isabel again and wondered if Thomas knew her or her family. He was guessing there was a good chance of that, both of them running in circles he’d never frequented before. He wasn’t about to ask though. Not when they’d only been on one date. 
 
    “Do you ever think of moving here?” William asked. 
 
    “No. I don’t want the bigger city life. I’ve got my eye on a house on Saratoga Lake. My parents brought us to the beach there a lot as kids and I always thought it’d be a great place to live. Someday,” he said. “Ever been there?” 
 
    “No,” William said. He knew of the lake. And knew it’d never be a place he could afford to live. 
 
    “Your father is ready for you, Thomas,” Wendy said, sticking her head in the doorway. 
 
    Thomas stood up. “Hope you’re ready.” 
 
    William was afraid to ask what that meant. “I am,” he said, trying to sound more confident than he was feeling. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, he was hoping there wasn’t sweat soaking through his suit jacket. It was probably being absorbed by his shirt, and now he was thinking he’d have to run home quick and change before going to his office. 
 
    Daniel Mathews was the same size as his son, Thomas, but years of experience made him tougher and more to the point. He smiled and he laughed, but there was a seriousness behind his clear blue eyes. 
 
    He drilled William with question after question, asked about every option available, and in the end—when William thought there was no way he could nail this account, no way someone would sign him on when they questioned every damn thing—Daniel said, “We’ve got a deal. Draw up the papers for me to look over and we’ll get started with retirement plans for the staff.” 
 
    “Thank you,” William said. “Your staff will be pleased; I know they will. I’ll make sure it’s all in layman’s terms for them to understand and I’ll sit down with them individually to answer any and all questions.” 
 
    “I expect that all to happen,” Daniel said, shaking his hand. He hoped it wasn’t damp with sweat. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a packed day. Thomas can see you out.” 
 
    William gathered the rest of his papers and put them in his briefcase. Thomas started to laugh. “What’s so funny?” William asked. 
 
    “You. My father never loses his touch.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Meaning he had you on the ropes. I could see it on your face. I should have warned you beforehand, though. Just to ease your mind.” 
 
    “Ease it?” William asked.  
 
    “He was going to sign based on my feedback from our first meeting. But he likes to see how someone stands up to questioning.” 
 
    William wished he’d known that all along. Then maybe he wouldn’t have had a few pounds of water loss. “A lawyer thing?” 
 
    “Yeah. I knew you’d be fine. You’re a straight shooter. That’s what he looks for and that is what he wants. He can spot a liar a mile away. I’m glad to know I’m picking that up from him.” 
 
    “I thought it was over a few times.” 
 
    “He just wanted to see if you’d be honest. My father is smart. He knows the risks involved with investments. He wanted to see if you would sugarcoat it or be upfront.” 
 
    “I don’t want anyone to ever be deceived.” 
 
    “It’s a good trait to have. It probably hasn’t done you well so far, though, I’m guessing. Most people hear they may lose money, that all investments carry risks, and are probably ready to say they’ll stick with a savings account or a CD.” 
 
    “Pretty much. There’s no reward without risk, though,” William said. Even with the little he was making, he was still investing as much of it as he could. He was looking toward the future, not the present. 
 
    “Very true. We should get a drink to celebrate this weekend. You, for signing with our firm, and me for not having to sit through any more of these sales pitches.” 
 
    William laughed. “I’m working or I’d love to.” 
 
    “Over the weekend? How late are you working?” Thomas asked. 
 
    “Not at Weber’s. I tend bar on Fridays and the weekends.” 
 
    Thomas nodded. “Maybe I’ll stop in and have a drink there, then.” 
 
    William grabbed a piece of paper and wrote down the bar and address, then handed it over. He was sure Thomas wouldn’t show up once he saw where it was. It wasn’t exactly a place lawyers hung out. Then again, he was still surprised Isabel was in there last week. 
 
    When the cold air hit William as he walked outside, he realized he was indeed going to have to change his shirt, as it felt frozen on his back. He drove across town quickly, let himself into his apartment, and grabbed another starched white shirt from the tiny closet off the living room where he hung up as many things as he could. Then he ran into the bathroom and cleaned up and changed. 
 
    He looked around his small apartment one more time, and knew it was as clean as it was going to get. There wasn’t much he could do about the way it looked but knew that with any luck, he’d be saying goodbye to it soon enough. 
 
    Before he’d left Thomas’s office, Daniel came out and handed him a list of six names and numbers and said, “Give them a call. Tell them I just signed with you. I guarantee you’ll be meeting with every one of them before the end of next week.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    She Belonged 
 
      
 
    “Did you have any problems finding the place?” William asked when he opened his door hours later. 
 
    “No. You gave me good directions,” she said, looking around his apartment. 
 
    “Let me take that for you,” he said, reaching for the bag in her hand. She’d stopped at the store on her way and picked up what she needed for dinner. “This is pretty heavy.” 
 
    “I’ve got all the makings for dinner in there. I was thinking of baking a dessert too, but didn’t think you’d have what I needed here. Like pans and a mixer and such, so there’s ice cream and a few toppings. We can make sundaes.” 
 
    “In December?” he asked. 
 
    “Ice cream is good any time of the year. Not just in the summer,” she said, smiling at him. He looked almost shocked over it. What silly thinking that was. 
 
    “I never thought much of it. You really went all out, then.” 
 
    He set the bag down on the kitchen counter. The tiny counter ran the length of the back wall. She was glad she decided to not cook anything too adventurous because she wasn’t going to have much room to work. 
 
    “I like to cook a lot. Do you have a place where I can hang my jacket?” she asked. 
 
    He reached for it and brought it over to a small closet by his front door and hung it up. The place was extremely neat. Pretty bare, but still neat. She figured it would be like this, and guessed that was why he hesitated inviting her over. But she didn’t care about those things. 
 
    Nope, all she cared about was that she was here with him. She was going to cook him a nice meal, because it was something she enjoyed and never had anyone that could appreciate it. And she didn’t have to twist his arm for this date. Nope, he was all for it. Guess pushy sometimes had its perks. 
 
    Then, if she had her way, she’d sit on his couch right over there and they’d do a good deal of necking. Because, again, she never had anyone that kissed her like he had. 
 
    She started to pull the food out of the bag and set it in line on the counter. Then she opened his freezer and put the ice cream in there, noticing that it was empty of everything but ice. She was going to ask if he had any food in the place at all, but when she opened the fridge out of curiosity, she found it half full. Milk, eggs, some sandwich meats and cheese, beer, and a bottle of wine. Not much more. 
 
    “I do buy food,” he said, laughter in his voice. 
 
    She turned and caught his grin. “I tend to be nosy.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I just buy what I need each week. I’m not here much.” 
 
    “And you eat eggs,” she said, catching sight of a lot of them when she peeked inside. 
 
    “I do. As I mentioned, that’s all I know how to cook. I’m also hoping dinner doesn’t include eggs.” 
 
    “Not at all,” she said. “I’m going to make chicken cacciatore and serve it over pasta.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what that is, but I really don’t care. It just sounds good.” 
 
    She looked at his face, saw the smile he was sporting and the happiness in his eyes. He seemed more cheerful today. “Do you have a skillet I can use?” 
 
    He walked by, brushing against her as he bent down, and pulled one out of a cabinet. Then he grabbed a big pot and a strainer, too. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, you could cut up the tomatoes and mushrooms while I clean this chicken and get it cooking. I probably should have asked if there were any vegetables you won’t eat.” 
 
    “I’ll eat anything you cook,” he said. He pulled a knife out of another drawer and then stood next to her. “Any special way you want these cut up?” 
 
    She reached for the knife, her hand touching his and resting there. She looked at his face, smiled, and said, “Can I have a kiss first?” 
 
    He laughed. “I can do that, too.” 
 
    He put his lips to hers, kissed her sweetly, kissed her softly, and moved back before she was ready. She wanted more but figured she shouldn’t pressure him just yet. She’d pushed more than she had before with him and she didn’t want to turn him off with her brazenness. Asking for a date was one thing. Asking for too much physical contact might give the wrong impression. 
 
    “I’ll show you how to cut everything. I’m a little particular about things. I follow recipes to the letter and I want everything cut the way it works best.” 
 
    “Do you cook a lot?” 
 
    “Not as often as I’d like. When I lived at home, I’d help my mother in the kitchen almost every night. But it’s not much fun to cook for myself, and my roommate isn’t home until after I’d like to eat.” 
 
    “I like to eat, so if you want to cook, I’ll always appreciate it. Just tell me what you want and I’ll make sure I pick up the ingredients.” 
 
    “I’ll do that, no worries.” 
 
    “I can afford it,” he said, looking annoyed. 
 
    She put her hand on his arm. “I know you can. It’s just I want to get the right things. It’s more work to write down exactly what I want and make sure you get it than it is for me to pick it up myself. But if it makes you feel better, maybe we can shop together next time. I can teach you what to look for.” His face relaxed, and she hoped he took what she said to heart. She hadn’t meant to insult him. “I’m really fussy about food.” 
 
    “You said particular,” he pointed out. 
 
    “It’s more like fussy. Maybe finicky, difficult. Hard to please. I’ve been told that, too.” 
 
    “Then we can do it together. I don’t think I want to get someone who is all those things angry with me. Not when I’m wishing she’d cook for me again.” 
 
    She lay her head on his shoulder, shocking him with that move, she knew, but it felt right. Being in this tiny apartment that was almost the size of the kitchen in her parents’ house felt more than right. It felt like she belonged. 
 
    “I don’t get angry all that much,” she said. “Not even when my students drive me insane. So how was your day? Talk to me while we cook.” 
 
    “I signed a client today,” he said. 
 
    “That’s great!” She turned and kissed him fast on the lips. “Congratulations. Is this the person that you were meeting with for a second time?” 
 
    “It is. A law firm. I met with the son last week, and with his father and him again today. The father was a hard sell, had me sweating the whole time, then shook my hand and asked me to draw everything up. When I left, he handed me a list of some more potential clients to call.” 
 
    “Did you call them?” she asked. 
 
    “I did. I have two lined up for next week. I left a message with the others.” 
 
    “I’m so happy for you,” she said. “Sometimes it only takes one person to get the ball rolling.” 
 
    “That was it for me. I met Thomas last week. His father, Daniel, was the tough one, but I think this might be the break I need or have been waiting for. Just the experience and the names of these clients behind my belt will push me forward.” 
 
    “Thomas and Daniel? Mathews?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. Thomas said he was from Saratoga. I didn’t mention your name to him, though.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have mattered if you did. I know them. Well, I know of them. My father has mentioned their names before.” 
 
    “You’ve never met them?” 
 
    “No. I know they live in the same town. My father is up on anyone that has money, power, or influence, but they didn’t have any daughters so no reason for my father to ever come face-to-face with them. My father spends most of his time rubbing elbows with anyone he can who might affect his job.” 
 
    “Why did you frown when you said that?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Because my father’s job means more to him than his family. It’s all about putting on a good face. A strong image. He has ideas of what he thinks and wants, and he believes everyone should follow suit. The Mathews, from what I’ve heard, aren’t followers by any sense of the word.” 
 
    “I didn’t get that impression, either. Especially since Thomas said he’d met with several brokers, but went with me. Or recommended me.” 
 
    “Then you should feel honored. They are highly respected in Saratoga and even in this area. If he is giving your name out, then you better get ready. Many listen when Daniel talks.” 
 
    “Except your father?” he said, grinning. 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Then I should probably send them a bottle of wine or something as a thanks.” 
 
    “I don’t know that Daniel is a wine drinker,” she said, smirking. 
 
    “Probably right. Maybe a bottle of scotch. I’ll talk to the owner at the bar tomorrow. See if I can pick up a bottle at cost.” 
 
    She laughed at him. “You’re a good person, William.” Sometimes she felt she needed to give him a boost. Remind him he was good enough for her, not that she ever thought otherwise, but she got the feeling he needed to hear it now and again. 
 
    “Because I wanted to get a bottle of scotch at cost?” 
 
    “No. Not that. Deep down, today was huge for you. I could see it when I got here. That something made you happier. It was that, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “I am happier because of that. But more so that you’re here with me. I’ve been looking forward to this all day. For the last two days. I think that just makes me lucky rather than a good person.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, charmed. “I think you’re both. A good person because you don’t take anything for granted or expect a handout, and lucky because I’m going to cook you one heck of a meal tonight.” 
 
    He pulled her into his arms and hugged tight, kissed her again, and said, “Let’s get this dinner finished up so we can go sit on the couch and make out. Then it will definitely be my super lucky night.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that. Start chopping!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Not Embarrassed 
 
      
 
    Dinner had been fabulous that night and the next three times that Isabel cooked for him. They’d even gone shopping together the last time and she showed him how to properly pick out fruit and vegetables. Guess throwing things in the cart at random wasn’t the way to get it done. 
 
    He’d met her for breakfast two other times too, and they were starting to get closer than he ever thought they’d get. It was hard for him to believe that weeks ago he’d watched her from across the bar, admired her beauty, and brushed her off as someone who wouldn’t give him the time of day. 
 
    She was nothing like the person he’d thought she’d be on his first impression. At least not fully. And he was glad he’d been so wrong. 
 
    He knew where she lived, but she’d yet to invite him back to her place and he was wondering if she was uneasy about introducing him to any of her friends. “Do you and your roommate have a deal about bringing men to the apartment?” he’d asked one night. 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “I just thought maybe that’s why I haven’t seen your place.” 
 
    “It’s not that. And no, I’m not embarrassed that I’m dating you, either,” she said, looking at him sternly. He’d thought he was doing a good job of keeping that little fear in the back of his mind, but guessed not.  
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    “My roommate is looking for a husband. She brings home men all the time. I can’t stand it. And she is always asking about you. I don’t trust her if I introduce you to her.” 
 
    He laughed. “So you’d be jealous?’ 
 
    She wrinkled her nose adorably. “I wouldn’t call it that. But she’d flirt with you, probably rub against you a little, bat her eyelashes some.” 
 
    “Definitely jealousy.” 
 
    “Fine. Call it what you will. But if she’s home, then I won’t be bringing you there. And so far we are only together after work and she is normally there. The only time she’s gone is on the weekends, and you’re working.” 
 
    “Does it bother you that I work so much?” he asked.  
 
    “Not really. I understand it.” 
 
    “It won’t be much longer. I promise.” He liked that she’d never complained about it once. 
 
    “Really? I don’t want you quitting because of me.” 
 
    “It isn’t that. I’ve lined up a few more clients. Things are really picking up at work. My name is getting out there pretty fast and some of my clients want to meet after hours to finalize things now and again. Even though it will take a few more months before I’ll start seeing the results of that, I’ve found it’s harder to work both places. After the first of the year, I’ll be done.” 
 
    He didn’t want to tell her that he was staying an extra week so he could save up to take her somewhere for a nice Christmas dinner and get her something pretty as a gift.  
 
    “Then we can spend more time together,” she said, smiling brightly and hugging him tight. She was a hugger and he was finding that he enjoyed it, having come from a family that didn’t often express their feelings. 
 
    “We can. Just another week. You’re probably spending Christmas with your family, right?” he asked. 
 
    Christmas was just two days away. “I am. School is out tomorrow at noon. I’ll go to my parents’ house on Christmas morning sometime. What about you?” 
 
    “I’ll go visit my grandparents in the nursing home, but not much more.” 
 
    “What about your father and brothers?” 
 
    “I don’t see them much. My brothers have their own families. My father will probably end up at one of their houses.” 
 
    “They don’t invite you over?” 
 
    “Sometimes they do.”  
 
    He didn’t like spending time with his family. He was sick of the digs. Comments about thinking he was better than them. That he had a college degree and a fancy job. They didn’t think about the fact that he’d worked to get where he was. He didn’t have much more than them right now, probably less if he factored in his student loans, but he hoped to have a lot more someday. And he was working his butt off to make that happen. 
 
    “Maybe we could spend some time together later Christmas day?” she asked. 
 
    “I’d really love that a lot,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Isabel was finishing up the last of her plans when the phone rang in her classroom. The girls had been dismissed for a half day to get ready for the holiday, but she wanted to tie up any loose ends so she could enjoy the week off and not think about grading papers or lesson plans. 
 
    “Hello,” she said when she answered the phone. 
 
    “Ms. Carmichael, Mr. Carmichael would like you to stop into the administration building to see him before you leave for the day.” 
 
    She said, “Thanks,” and hung up the phone. The secretary might as well have just said “your father” with the tone of voice she used. She hated that she still got disapproving looks all the time. Looks that said she wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for her father getting her the job. That’s why she worked twice as hard and long as her coworkers to prove she deserved to be here. That she could do this regardless of her last name. 
 
    Isabel finished up quickly and grabbed her things, then made her way across campus to find out what her father wanted. She hadn’t talked to him in over a week and couldn’t imagine what he had to discuss that required her to be paged from her classroom. Why not just tell her tomorrow at Christmas? 
 
    She knocked on his door when she noticed his secretary wasn’t at her desk. “Come in,” she heard, and pushed it open. 
 
    “You wanted to see me?” 
 
    “Yes. Close the door.” First sign she wasn’t going to like what he had to say. “What’s this I hear—you’re dating someone?” 
 
    She shouldn’t be surprised he knew or that he was questioning her, but she kind of was. “How did you find out?” 
 
    “That didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    And he’d keep asking until she did. “Yes, I am. Now tell me how you found out.” She could be just as stubborn as him if she wanted. 
 
    “That doesn’t really matter, does it? I thought we agreed that you wouldn’t date anyone without clearing it with me first.” 
 
    She burst out laughing, which only made his eyes narrow. “Sorry, but I’m twenty-two. Almost twenty-three. That was our agreement when I was in high school.” 
 
    “What does he do for a living?” her father asked. 
 
    Figured he’d want to know that over a name. “He’s an investment broker.” 
 
    Her father relaxed, and then smiled. “So he’s older than you?” 
 
    “No. He’s the same age. He just graduated in May, too.” 
 
    There went the smile. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “William,” she said. 
 
    “Last name?” 
 
    “I don’t think it matters at this point. He’s a nice guy. A hard worker. I like him a lot. I don’t live under your roof anymore and you have no say over whom I date.”  
 
    She crossed her arms and glared at him. It was probably the first time she’d ever stood up to him before and she knew it wouldn’t be the last. This was the reason she left the house as soon as she could. She wasn’t her mother and she never would be. She wasn’t letting any man control her. 
 
    “I forbid you to see him again until I know more about him.” 
 
    She clenched her teeth. “If that is all you called me over here to talk about, then we’re done. I’ll see you tomorrow for Christmas. Maybe.” She wouldn’t lose her temper even though she felt like she might. 
 
    “What does that mean?” he asked, stopping her with a warning tone in his voice. The same tone that stopped her dead in her tracks as a kid. The one he used to make sure she stayed in line. Not that she ever stepped out of line or rebelled, anyway. Until now. 
 
    Now she was sick of being that person that always backed down when she really wanted to fight. 
 
    “It means that if you’re thinking about continuing this conversation at dinner tomorrow, then I might as well stay home.” 
 
    “You will not break your mother’s heart and stay away on a holiday.” 
 
    He was right. She knew it. It would upset her mother, whom she didn’t have an issue with. “Then for Mom’s sake we will not have this discussion tomorrow.” 
 
    She turned and walked out the door, slamming it harder than normal, and it felt wonderful. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Boyfriend 
 
      
 
    “Is it busy there?” 
 
    William moved the phone to his other shoulder and filled a pint for the table in the corner. “Not really. Not like I expected, but it is Christmas Eve. It seems right now it’s more about people grabbing a drink after work. I’m guessing it will die down in a few hours. I’ve got the go-ahead to close earlier if that’s the case.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll come down and sit with you while you work,” she said. 
 
    He’d like that a lot, but didn’t want her to go out. It was cold and miserable and calling for snow. Besides, he knew she was going to see her parents early in the morning. “We’ll see each other tomorrow night, right?” he asked. They were having a late dinner after she left her parents’ house, since the bar would be closed for the holiday. 
 
    “Yes. I’m going to make a nice roast beef. I hope to have time to bake a dessert and bring it over, too. I don’t plan on staying too long with my parents.” 
 
    “Don’t rush on my account. Spend the day with your family if you want.” 
 
    He heard her sigh over the noise in the bar. He should hang up and get back to work, but couldn’t seem to put the phone down.  
 
    “We’re just having a Christmas brunch with some family. Everyone is normally gone by one. I hope to leave when they do. That gives me plenty of time to come home and bake.” 
 
    “You don’t need to. Just spending the time with you tomorrow is good enough. And remember, I’m taking you out to eat on Monday night.” 
 
    “I remember. Maybe I’ll bake cookies tonight. That’s easier than a cake. I just like bringing them fresh.” 
 
    He smiled. He couldn’t remember the last time he had home-baked cookies. “I could care less if they were made tonight. I’d eat them anyway.” Everything she made for him was delicious. “We might need to go shopping soon, though.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “My pants are getting a little snug.” 
 
    She giggled and he was glad to hear it. She sounded a little off and he couldn’t put his finger on what it was. Maybe it was just his imagination combined with the noise in the bar. “Your pants look just fine on you,” she said. 
 
    He smiled, then nodded his head to the waitress when she slid an order in front of him. “I really need to get going. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow then, William. Bye.” 
 
    He hung up the phone and reached for the order, preparing to fill it. “Only a woman could put that sparkle in a man’s eyes,” the waitress said. 
 
    “I’m sure you put that sparkle in plenty of men’s eyes each night when you bring their drinks to them.” 
 
    She laughed, the raspy smoker’s laugh that normally got under his skin, but tonight rainbows, puppies, and unicorns seemed to be everywhere. “It doesn’t take much to make a man happy.” 
 
    He didn’t want to agree with her, but at the moment he did. This was probably the happiest he’d been in a long time. His career was looking up. He had a beautiful girlfriend that not only wanted to be with him, but also liked to spend as much time as she could with him. And in another week, they would be able to. No more working nights and weekends. He could finally start to take her out and introduce her to friends and coworkers. Proudly show her around on his arm. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Isabel had been watching the clock for the last two hours. She’d never had a holiday be this tense before. 
 
    Her mother had no clue what was going on, but she knew something was wrong. Her father wasn’t looking at her at all, let alone talking to her. If it wasn’t for her trying to avoid hurting her mother’s feelings, she’d leave right now, but she couldn’t and she wouldn’t. 
 
    So when her last aunt and uncle left for the day and her father retired to his den for a cigar and a drink, she took the opportunity to make her excuse and leave. “I’m really tired, Mom, so I think I’ll go home and relax. Brunch was lovely as always.” 
 
    “I’m glad you came early and helped me cook. I do miss our time together. Do you really need to leave so early?” 
 
    She didn’t want to lie to her mother. She never had before. “I have plans later and would like to relax before I have to get ready.” 
 
    “Plans on Christmas day?” her mother asked. 
 
    Isabel looked around to make sure her father wasn’t close by. “I’m going out on a date tonight. Actually, making dinner for someone.” 
 
    “You’re letting someone into your apartment? Isabel, haven’t we taught you anything? How well do you know this man?” 
 
    “I’m going to his apartment.” She barely blinked at her mother’s gasp. “It’s not a date. Not like you’re thinking. It’s my boyfriend.” 
 
    “Boyfriend?” her mother asked. “Why am I just hearing about this now? You never used to keep anything from me.” 
 
    “I’m not keeping anything from you.” 
 
    “How long has he been your boyfriend?” her mother asked, crossing her arms. 
 
    “A few weeks. It’s actually the first time I’ve used that word. But we’ve gone on several dates and I’ve cooked more than a few meals for him at his place. I’m going to have Christmas dinner with him. I’m going to make him a Christmas dinner.” 
 
    “He’s not with his family today?” her mother asked. She knew her mother was more curious than judgmental. 
 
    “No. His mother passed away when he was a child. He doesn’t have a good relationship with his father, but he did spend some time with his grandparents today.” 
 
    “Your father knows you’re seeing someone, doesn’t he? Is that why he isn’t speaking to you?” 
 
    “He called me into his office yesterday regarding this, so yes, he knows.” 
 
    “Called you into his office,” her mother said, frowning. “Does he think you’re one of his employees?” 
 
    Isabel laughed. “Well, I am.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I meant.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s what he meant. He forbade me to see him again until he knew more. I walked out.” She reached for her mother’s hand. “If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have come today. I don’t like this tension and conflict between us, but I’m not going to give in, either. I’m an adult now. He no longer has the right to tell me what to do or treat me like a child.” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t,” her mother said, some heat in her voice. Isabel always knew her mother would stand with her, but she’d never stand against her husband and Isabel wouldn’t make her mother choose sides. 
 
    “So now you know.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’d like to have lunch with you one day this week. Just the two of us. You could tell me a little bit more about him.” 
 
    “I’d like that. His name is William. William Harper. I’d like to tell someone what a great guy he is. How he makes me feel. How much I really like him.” 
 
    “Then I want to be the person you tell it to. Call me on Monday and we’ll set up a time to meet. You can fill me in on your William then.” 
 
    She kissed her mother’s cheek and left. On the drive home, she thought of her mother’s words and the cold shoulder from her father. It’d been like that most of her life. She hated it, hated feeling like she was making her father angry, but she wasn’t backing down.  
 
    Her William, her mother said. He was that. He was definitely that. And she wasn’t giving him up for anything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Make It Special 
 
      
 
    “Merry Christmas,” Isabel said when he opened the door for her. 
 
    He took the container out of her hand. “Merry Christmas,” he said back.  
 
    “You bought a table,” she said, her eyes lighting up, then walked over and put the bag of food that she was carrying in her other hand on it. 
 
    “I did. It’s just secondhand, but I cleaned it up, put a tablecloth on it. I figured it was better than sitting on the couch and eating off the coffee table all the time.” 
 
    “I don’t mind doing that,” she said. “But it will be nice to set a table for us. I should have brought over some nice plates today.” 
 
    “My white plates aren’t good enough?” he said, lifting the lid to peek at the cookies. Chocolate chip and brownies. Two of his favorites. 
 
    “They’re just fine,” she said, giving him a kiss on the cheek. “But I wanted to make it special.” 
 
    “Spending time with you is always special,” he said, then blushed when her eyes filled.  
 
    “That’s so sweet. You’re going to be one lucky man tonight,” she said. 
 
    He tried not to groan. They’d been dating a few weeks and spending a lot of time at his place…alone. But all they’d done was spend a great deal of time kissing. His hands had wandered around a bit, but he was afraid to push it any further. She’d given no sign or green light for him to proceed, regardless of how much he’d wanted to. 
 
    “I’m going to put this roast in the oven and get it started. Then cut up the potatoes so they’ll be ready to go when it’s time.” 
 
    “What kind of potatoes are you making?” 
 
    “Mashed, of course. I’ll make gravy with the drippings from the roast to go over it and I’ve got some fresh green beans. A simple, but hearty meal.” 
 
    Better than he’d had in a long time. Even the meals that Isabel had been cooking for him, however delicious, had been quick simple meals for the short time they’d been able to steal. “While dinner is cooking we could exchange gifts,” he said. 
 
    “I’d like that, too.” 
 
    He would have liked to be able to get her more. She deserved it in so many ways. He’d make it up to her at some point. It was a promise he was making to himself. That was why he’d been doing the little things lately. The table for them to eat at. A chair for her to sit on in the living area, so there was something other than his couch. A few more cooking and baking utensils that only got used when she was over. Even some new towels in the bathroom. 
 
    She never said much when she saw the new items in his house. Never did anything more than smile and kiss his cheek half the time. Acknowledgment enough that she knew she was the reason he bought it. Maybe it was because she never asked or ever complained that he felt like he should. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, dinner was in the oven, potatoes in water on the stovetop, and he was pulling Isabel over to the couch.  
 
    “I like your tree,” she said, giggling. 
 
    It was a little pop-up tree sitting on his coffee table. “It couldn’t be Christmas without a tree. Even one as ugly as this.” 
 
    “It’s not ugly. It’s just…unique.” 
 
    “That’s a good word for it. Here,” he said, handing her the box that was under it. She took it out of his hands and put it on her lap. “Open it.” 
 
    “I have to get yours first,” she said. “It’s in my car.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to get me anything. Dinner is more than enough.” 
 
    “Of course I had to get you something. But I couldn’t carry it with everything else. Let me go get it right now.” 
 
    “It can wait. Go ahead and open this.”  
 
    He’d never bought a gift for a woman at Christmas other than his grandmother. He wasn’t sure what to get. Jewelry didn’t seem right, and it’s not like he could afford it right now anyway. But she liked pretty things. She was always so put-together. Feminine sweaters and skirts, boots and shoes. He very rarely saw her in jeans or pants. Then again, she normally came over right after work, but still, she always looked so classy to him. 
 
    “If you insist,” she said. She ripped the paper off fast and lifted the lid, then pushed the tissue paper away. “Oh, William, it’s beautiful.” She pulled the scarf out of the box, a light peach color, and held it to her cheek, rubbing it up and down. “It’s silk. You really shouldn’t have. This had to cost a fortune.” 
 
    “I wanted to give you something pretty. Frilly, even. You always look so nice and I thought maybe you could wear this to school now and again and think of me.” 
 
    She gave him a big hug. “I love it. I’m going to wear it the first day back. But I didn’t need this to think of you while I’m working. I do that all the time as it is.” 
 
    His heart started to race with those words. He was slowly falling for her and was wondering if he should pull back. If he should guard his heart from this.  
 
    She jumped up quickly and said, “I’ll be right back,” then ran out his door without even putting her jacket on. She was back in less than a minute. “Here you go.” He grabbed the big box she thrust at him. “Go on, open it. I hope you like it.” 
 
    He’d love anything she got him. He tore the paper away and pulled the top off the box to find a briefcase inside. A leather one. “Talk about going overboard, Isabel. You shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “Now you’ve got a nice case to carry all your important papers in when you go on your client meetings.” 
 
    It sure beat the old hand-me-down case he’d been using lately. “I don’t know what to say,” he said. And that guard around his heart just started to crack. 
 
    “You say thank you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After dinner was eaten and cleaned up and Isabel was on her second glass of wine, she said, “Let’s go sit on the couch.” 
 
    “Do you want to watch TV? I don’t know what’s on,” he said. 
 
    “No. I don’t want to watch TV.” 
 
    She’d been working herself up to this for a week now. Today just pushed her over the edge. She was twenty-two years old and she was ready to feel like a woman. She was ready to not always be the good girl that followed all the rules. She wanted to be wild for once. She wanted to have fun. And she wanted to take that step with the one guy that made her feel like she could be reckless and not have a care in the world, because he’d stand right next to her the whole way and hold her hand. 
 
    “Then what do you want to do?” he asked. 
 
    She set her glass of wine down on the coffee table and climbed onto his lap, ignoring his shocked face. She grabbed his cheeks with her hands and started to kiss him, gentle pecks on the lips, then deeper yet when his arms came around her. 
 
    He always just went so far and then stopped, and if she had her way there would be no stopping tonight. 
 
    “I want you to keep kissing me tonight. I want you to touch me. And I want you to do whatever you want to do with me tonight.” 
 
    He leaned back quickly. “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    That was a nice blow to her ego. “Why is that?” Her hand was running up his chest and since she was sitting on his lap, she could feel the effect she was having on him in other places. 
 
    “I don’t want you to feel pressured.” 
 
    “I believe I’m the one that climbed onto your lap, not the other way around. But if you want to switch places, we can.” 
 
    He let out a shaky laugh. “This is good the way it is.” 
 
    “Then will you?” she asked. 
 
    “Are you asking me if we can fool around more tonight?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m asking you to make love with me,” she said, looking straight into his eyes.  
 
    He gulped. “Are you a virgin?” he asked. She could see some sweat on his brow and thought it was funny. 
 
    “I am. Are you?” she asked, grinning, pretty sure she knew the answer. 
 
    “No. Is that a problem for you?” he asked. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were one, so the answer is no. Is it a problem that I’m one?” 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “Then why do you look so nervous?” She was pulling his shirt out of his pants, eager to touch his skin.  
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “Then don’t. I’m not talking about physical pain, William.” 
 
    He held her stare, cupped her chin in his hand, and said, “That’s all I’m worried about. I won’t hurt you any other way, but the first time…” 
 
    “Then what do you say we just get past it and not worry about it after this?” 
 
    “Why didn’t I know you were going to be this bold?” 
 
    “It’s been there all along. I’m not sure why you’re just realizing it. But I’m sick of waiting for you to make the first move. Again. So now we can give each other one more Christmas gift.” 
 
    He gently pushed her off his lap, then stood and pulled her to her feet. “If you’re sure?” 
 
    “I’m positive. Make me feel like a woman tonight, William.” 
 
    “Hang on,” he said, then walked away from her. She had no clue what he could be doing in the bathroom, but he came back out and laid a condom on the coffee table. She was guessing that was answer enough and now her heart was racing for so many reasons. Excitement, fear, hope, and maybe even love. 
 
    “Let me open the bed up,” he said. “I’m sorry I don’t have something nicer to offer you for your first time.” 
 
    “I don’t care about those things. Don’t you realize that by now?” 
 
    “I do. It doesn’t make me feel any less bad about it, though,” he said. 
 
    She helped him open up the sofa bed and make it. Then he pulled her into his arms and started to kiss all her fears away. All the nerves about tonight. About the unknown and the uncertainty. 
 
    It was him. She knew it now. She’d known it all along. He was going to be her first. And maybe he’d be her last. But she wouldn’t dare say that to him now. 
 
    Her sweater was lifted up over her head, then tossed on the chair. Her skirt followed. Then she rolled her tights off and was left standing there in her bra and panties. “I think it’s only fair you get down to your underwear, too,” she said, tugging his shirt over his head. 
 
    He was built exactly as she had hoped for. As she had been dreaming all along. Long, lean torso, just a sprinkling of hair on his chest. His arms nice and toned, his waist thin and tapered. She reached for the button on his jeans and had them sliding down just as fast. He’d been joking when he said his pants were getting tighter because he didn’t look to have an ounce of fat on him. 
 
    He nudged her onto the bed, then came down on top of her and the feeling of his body on hers, the weight and the heat of him, was everything she’d dreamed of. 
 
    Wasting no time, he kissed her deeply as his hands unclasped her bra and slid it off of her. His mouth moved from her lips to her breasts in a hurry. “You’re just beautiful,” he said, then pulled her pebbled nipple into his mouth, latching right onto it. 
 
    She had no words. Nothing was escaping her lips. Her hips bucked up, just an automatic motion to have more contact with him. Anything she could. 
 
    He switched sides and did the same, her body now quivering under him. “William. I didn’t know it would feel this good.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” he mumbled, then moved down her body, kissing her ribs, her waist, her hips, and then sliding her panties off. She imagined she’d be uncomfortable, but she wasn’t. Instead she was just plain hot. Heating up and ready to boil over. 
 
    She expected him to get the condom and put it on; what she didn’t expect was him to move lower and start to taste her there. Her hips had no choice but to move up now, closer to what he was doing, closer to an unknown peak she was climbing. 
 
    She’d thought she’d be embarrassed over this. She’d known about it. Dawn talked about sex all the time, but she didn’t do it justice in her explanations. How could she have known it would feel this good? 
 
    Her hands went into his hair, holding him right there. Whatever he was doing, she didn’t want him to move from that spot. She was building, she was climbing, and she was getting ready to start screeching. 
 
    “William,” she said, her voice rising. 
 
    “That’s it,” he said, sliding a finger inside of her. It was tight, but it felt so good. Too good and when he put his mouth back on her, she had no choice but to take a leap and free fall all the way down to the bottom, her body quivering and shaking and relaxing all at once. 
 
    When he shifted away from her a minute later, she wanted to yank him back. Feel the heat of his body against hers again, feel his mouth on hers, but she had no strength to do anything other than lie there. 
 
    But he did return, and when he did she started to feel some pressure down below. “Are you ready for this?” he asked. “We can still stop if you want.” 
 
    “No way,” she said. “I’ve come this far and I’m not stopping.” 
 
    “Good. I’m glad,” he said, then kissed her again as he started to ease into her. Everything was slick, but tight. Little movements caused more pressure, but he was just prolonging it, taking his time, and she was wondering why. 
 
    She opened her eyes and saw he was sweating now and decided to put them both out of their misery because he’d just shown her how good it could be and she was determined to bring him there, too. 
 
    Before he knew what she was doing, before she could think of her actions, she grabbed his hips in her hands, and lifted up hard and swift, embedding him inside of her. She let out a gasp and then a sigh. The pain was there and then gone. In its place was a fullness that was making her climb again. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” he asked, his voice sounding like he was in pain. Sounding tense. 
 
    “Just shut up and make love to me,” she said. She opened her eyes and saw his stunned expression, then burst out laughing. “Sorry. You’re ruining the moment here.” She lifted up and then back, heard his groan, and knew she let out a matching one.  
 
    He kissed her softly once more, then kissed her hard and deep and proceeded to show her what all those dreams she’d had were made of. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Bit Personal 
 
      
 
    The following week, Isabel hurried into the cafe and saw her mother sitting at a booth. “I hope you weren’t waiting long.” 
 
    Her mother stood up and came forward to give her a hug. Her mother had always been a hugger and she never tired of it. Probably because she was the same way. “No. I just got here. Take your coat off and relax.” 
 
    Isabel took her long wool coat off and placed it next to her in the booth, then slid in and grabbed the menu to look, knowing her mother would have made her selection already. “What a beautiful scarf, Isabel.” 
 
    She lowered the menu and reached up to finger the cool silky smooth material. “Thank you. It was a gift from William. It’s the first I’ve worn it.” 
 
    “He must know you well to get you something like that. You’ve always prided yourself on your appearance and looking so put-together.” 
 
    Isabel smiled. “I take after my mother. But yes, he knows me very well.”  
 
    The last few days she’d spent cooking dinner for William, then rushing home to sleep a few hours at her own apartment. Last night she didn’t go home at all, then fell back to sleep after William left for work this morning. By the time she woke up and looked at the clock, she’d barely made it back to her apartment to shower and change before driving here. 
 
    “You really like this boy, don’t you?” 
 
    “He’s not a boy, Mom.” 
 
    “This man,” her mother corrected. 
 
    “I do. He’s everything I’d hoped to find someday.” 
 
    Her mother smiled back at her, reached her hand over and then lay it on hers and asked quietly, “Have you slept with him yet?” 
 
    “Mom!” Her mother had always been secretly blunt, just never around her father. Another trait she’d obviously inherited. “That’s a bit personal.” 
 
    “It is. And you don’t have to answer that. I was just curious.” 
 
    Isabel wanted to tell someone. Dawn knew, but Dawn was as loose as the day was long, so Isabel didn’t feel right talking to her too much. To Dawn, it was sex. To Isabel, it was making love. 
 
    “I have. Are you disappointed in me?” 
 
    Her mother patted her hand. “I would have wished you’d waited for marriage, but you’ve always known what you wanted and gone after it. Like you keep telling me, you’re an adult and can make your own decisions. Do you love him?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “That is all that matters right now. Does he love you back?” her mother asked. 
 
    “I think so.”  
 
    She didn’t want to tell her mother that she had doubts. They hadn’t talked about love just yet. But it was the little things William did for her. Sprucing his apartment up to make it homier. Taking her out for a nice dinner a few nights ago so she could have a break from cooking for him. Making her eggs in the morning—even if they were a bit dry, she still ate them with a smile on her face. Just holding her at night and talking about his day. Confiding in her about his worries and stresses.  
 
    She’d never expected that from a man before. Her father never talked to her mother about anything other than small family concerns, or event planning. They never shared anything important. 
 
    Not William. They talked about everything imaginable. There were no secrets that she knew of between them. That had to mean something. It had to mean it was love for him too, right? 
 
    “But he hasn’t said it to you?” her mother asked. 
 
    “I haven’t said it to him either,” she argued. 
 
    They placed their orders after the waitress came over and her mother seemed to get quiet for a second, then blurted out. “Your father is still not saying a word about your relationship to me. The subject hasn’t been broached at all.” 
 
    The silent-but-unbreakable wall of Edward Carmichael. It’d been built up plenty in her life and never could be torn down by either her or her mother. Not anyone, unless her father was ready. 
 
    “I didn’t expect he would. We know he barely speaks what he is actually feeling. Just tells us what to do.” 
 
    Her mother sighed. “I know. I know it’s not a relationship you will ever be in and I wouldn’t want that for you.” 
 
    “How can you do it?” Isabel knew it wasn’t uncommon, but she just didn’t want that for herself.  
 
    “Times were different back then. Women didn’t always work. They don’t always work now, you know that.” 
 
    “I know. But I’m glad to know more women want to stand on their own. They want to have something in their lives other than caring for their husbands or raising children.” 
 
    “You never used to feel that way before,” her mother said. “You’ve always wanted a family and kids.” 
 
    “And I still do. But I want more. Why can’t I have both? Why can’t I support myself, have a career I love, a man I love, and a family to take care of? One to take care of me, too. That’s why I wanted to be a teacher. It would give me time to do it all.” 
 
    She’d thought her mother understood, but maybe she didn’t. “I get it, Isabel. I really do. But you need to know, until your father knows more about this man, he isn’t going to give his approval.” 
 
    Isabel snorted. “I don’t need his approval. Did he think he was going to hand select a spouse for me?” When her mother didn’t answer right away, she said, “He did, didn’t he?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m sure he would have liked to have a say. But we aren’t talking about marriage right now, either.” 
 
    “No. We’re talking about my life. My future. And Dad has no say at all,” Isabel said firmly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few weeks later, William was pulling into the driveway of Thomas Mathews’s house. “So Michele is a teacher, too?” Isabel asked him. 
 
    “Yes. Elementary school, I believe. I don’t remember what grade. You seem nervous…why?” 
 
    She’d never been nervous before when meeting new people. She had interactions with parents all the time. She was good with names and faces, and knew what to say and when. William had been talking about Thomas more lately. The two men had gone out for a few drinks when Isabel had school functions at night. He and Thomas were getting close, and Thomas thought it’d be nice if William brought her over to meet his wife. And now she found she wasn’t so sure of herself for some reason. 
 
    “I’m not really nervous. I just know you seem to be getting along great with Thomas and I want to make a good impression.” 
 
    “You always make a great impression. This is the first time I’m meeting Michele, too. All I know is that they’ve been married for over two years and they’ve got one son, Lucas, who’s around one. He said Michele doesn’t like to leave Lucas with a babysitter just yet, which is why they offered their place for tonight.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me they had a child,” Isabel said. 
 
    “Does that make a difference?” he asked, frowning at her. 
 
    “Not really. But I would have gotten something for him. I love kids.” 
 
    “It’s the thought that counts,” William said, tweaking her nose playfully. “Now grab your cake and let’s get in the house. It’s freezing out here.” 
 
    They got out of his car and grabbed the cake she’d stored in a box in the back so it didn’t tip over. It’d taken her a few hours to make the triple chocolate fudge, but she’d found William had a wicked sweet tooth. 
 
    “William,” Thomas said, opening the door and shaking his hand. “Come on in. Michele is in the kitchen cooking. I told her not to go overboard, but she loves to feed me.” Thomas rubbed his flat belly. “I’m not going to say no if she insists.” 
 
    “See,” William said to her. “You’ve got something in common already. Isabel loves to feed me, too.” 
 
    Thomas was huge, towering over her, and a few inches taller than William. “I made dessert. I hope you like chocolate.” 
 
    “I love chocolate. And Michele is craving it something fierce lately, so you might just be her new best friend.” 
 
    “Craving?” Isabel asked, confused. 
 
    “Let me take your jackets and I’ll let you and her chat,” Thomas said. 
 
    Isabel walked into their kitchen to see Michele with an apron on stirring sauce in a pan. The kitchen was nice and immaculate, just like she always wanted it to be when she was cooking. Michele was about her height and build, her hair pulled back, with a huge smile on her face as she rushed forward.  
 
    “Isabel, I’m so happy to meet you. Thomas has been talking about William for weeks. I’m glad to see he’s finding someone to spend some time with other than coworkers and us. It gets him out of my hair now and again.” 
 
    Isabel laughed. She could tell it was gentle teasing. “I made dessert. Thomas just said you like chocolate. It’s triple chocolate fudge cake.” 
 
    Michele’s eyes lit right up. “Like? Thomas is being mild. I love chocolate. I adore chocolate. I’d bathe in it if I could. I can’t get enough of it right now.” She rubbed her hand across her belly. “This one is eating me out of house and home. I can’t consume enough food even though I’m trying. And it seems like its more chocolate than anything!” 
 
    “Oh. You’re having another child?” 
 
    “I am,” Michele said. “It was a little sooner than we’d thought, with Lucas only being fourteen months old, but I’m thrilled. I just hope this one is as mild mannered as he is. I’m afraid I might not get that wish though, as this pregnancy is much different than the last.” 
 
    Isabel was looking around the kitchen. “Where is your son?” 
 
    “He’s taking a quick nap right now. He went down late, but he’s allowing me to get dinner on the table. I hope you don’t mind having him around, but I find it so hard to leave him with others, especially when he’s with his grandmothers during the day while I work.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Isabel said. “I love children.” 
 
    Isabel hadn’t minded the night at all. Matter of fact, it was probably one of the best nights of her life.  
 
    She’d found out so much about Michele over dinner. She’d come from a middle-class family, met Thomas in college, and they married before Thomas went to law school. They’d been making it on their own, no help from his family, with Michele’s teaching income pretty much supporting them while Thomas finished law school.  
 
    They were both hard workers. Both great people. And even though Thomas’s family had the means to make their life much easier, it seemed it wasn’t handed over freely. She got the feeling they helped, but made sure both Michele and Thomas could make it on their own. 
 
    Isabel knew that most of William’s new clients had come from referrals, all starting with Thomas and Daniel. And because of that, William was thriving lately. She’d seen it and she’d heard about it nightly. She was so proud and excited for him. She was prepared to like Thomas on principle alone, but found he was a genuinely likable person. 
 
    William was no longer working at the bar, and they were able to spend even more time together than ever before. 
 
    She looked around the room at Thomas and Michele’s life and saw herself there at some point in the future. Saw that maybe two people from different worlds could come together and make it work.  
 
    If only she could get it out of her head that her father was being quieter than normal lately. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    The Future 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” Alan asked William when he hung up the phone, frowning. 
 
    “That was odd.” 
 
    “What was?” 
 
    “Someone I met with last week. A client. I thought I had it all wrapped up. I was just drawing up the papers now and he called to say they’ve changed their mind.”  
 
    In the last six weeks, he’d been securing client after client. He’d gotten his first commission check and had been shocked by the amount. He’d done the math in his head, but it was higher than he’d anticipated, so he decided to invest half of it, pay bills, and put the rest away. He was going to practice what he preached and invest everything he could. There was nothing wrong with the present but he was eying the future. 
 
    “Did they tell you why?” 
 
    “He said something about not liking what he’d heard about Weber’s. Do you know something I should know?”  
 
    “Nothing. I barely leave the office. You know that. All I do is make calls. Most people come to me. But nothing has changed that I’ve heard of. Maybe you need to go talk to Old Man Weber.” 
 
    William always thought it was funny when Alan called Jeff that. Yeah, he was old, but he was still their boss. “Is he coming in today?” 
 
    “He should be here later.” 
 
    “Then I’ll see if I can find anything out. I’ve got a few meetings today, so I’ll be back later.” 
 
    “Don’t wear the pavement out,” Alan said, smirking. “I bet you go through a pair of shoes a month.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t if you came out with me,” William said. 
 
    “No need. You keep working and it’s bleeding over to me. I’ll be here to answer the phone when they call and say they heard about us.” 
 
    It was said as a joke, but it still annoyed William. He was busting his butt out there and Alan was getting some business from all his work. He was trying to be in the office more so he could take some of those calls. Thankfully Sheryl recognized which calls should be for him and slid over as many as she could. But Alan tended to grab the phone when Sheryl was busy.  
 
    Unfortunately, that lost client wasn’t his only one. Three days later, it happened again. Almost the same thing. But since he’d signed someone else in that time, he didn’t think much of it. He was still lining up meetings, still signing clients, but Jeff Weber called him into his office anyway. 
 
    “Do you know what’s going on?” Jeff asked. Days back when they’d talked, Jeff brushed the lost client off as cold feet and told William not to let it bother him.  
 
    “About what?” William asked. 
 
    “Michael Teage just called me. Said he’s been hearing whispering about shady dealings going on here and wanted to know what it was.” 
 
    Michael Teage was one of the biggest clients at Weber’s. “I haven’t heard a thing. But I just lost another one myself today. All they said was they changed their mind, but didn’t say why when I asked. Is Alan doing something he shouldn’t be?” 
 
    “He’s as clueless as you. As clueless as me. I’ve looked at all your transactions, all your contracts. Everything is in line. Same with Alan. Tell me again what you’re saying on all your visits.” 
 
    William spent the next hour going over the last few client proposals he’d given. “Sounds like everything is on the up-and-up. You won’t care if I make a call to a few of them and verify they’re hearing what you’re saying?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “Of course not.”  
 
    What was William supposed to say? That he was pissed he was being questioned? That he’d brought more new business in in the last month than Alan and Jeff combined in the last year? But he couldn’t say any of that. It was best to let this play out and prove he wasn’t doing anything other than what he’d said. 
 
    Later that night, he was quieter than normal at dinner and Isabel sensed that. “What’s wrong? You aren’t being yourself today. Did you have a bad day?” 
 
    He didn’t want to tell her. Didn’t want to lay his problems on her. Didn’t want her to think that maybe he could lose what he was working so hard for. Nor did he want to see sympathy, or worse yet, disappointment in her eyes. 
 
    The last two months had been the best of his life. The thought of having any of that change or disappear was more than he could bear to think right now. 
 
    “Nothing major. You win some, you lose some,” he said with a casual shrug. 
 
    “Did you lose a client?” she asked frowning. “Why?” 
 
    He didn’t want to lie and wished he hadn’t said what he did, because now she would ask more questions.  
 
    “I don’t really know the reason. A few days ago, someone changed their mind last minute. Said they heard some bad things about Weber’s but wouldn’t tell me what. Jeff and Alan had no clue, so we brushed it off as cold feet on that person’s part.” 
 
    “Sounds logical. People often make excuses rather than tell the truth. It’s human nature at times.” 
 
    “True. But today Jeff called me in and said a long-standing client called in a panic, that he’d heard we were doing some shady practices lately. Jeff assured him nothing was going on. But I spent over an hour explaining what I do on each client visit. He’s going to call some of them to make sure they’re hearing what I’m saying. Almost like he wondered if I was fabricating details to get the deal.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” she said, looking outraged. She very rarely got mad. Maybe never. He was finding he liked the fire in her eyes. “Did you tell him to check out Alan first?” 
 
    “I didn’t. Jeff’s only doing his job. He’ll find nothing wrong. He even said all my contracts, and Alan’s, were up to par. Nothing going on there. The sooner he clears me, the better. It’s just more annoying than anything.” 
 
    “Come here,” she said, walking toward him. “You need a hug. Maybe you need to relax.” She started to kiss his neck, then rub his back. “You’re all tense. I could give you a back rub before I start dinner.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” he said.  
 
    He loved when she touched him. How she made him feel. He only wished he knew how she felt. Other than the physical, he was at a loss. He thought they were getting closer, but she’d never said a word about anything. Normally she said exactly what was on her mind and because she wasn’t, he figured he was alone in his thoughts. 
 
    “Well then, we want you to feel nice, don’t we?” she said, unbuttoning his shirt, then pushing it off his shoulders. 
 
    She had a way of wiping all the negative out of his life. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Do you feel better now?” she asked an hour later. 
 
    “I always feel good when I’m around you,” he said, kissing her cheek. 
 
    Her heart started to leap and soar, taking flight. “The same here.” 
 
    His hand ran up and down her bare back, sending shivers through her. A simple touch from him always felt deeper. Always felt like what she’d been missing in her life and never knew. She was wondering if it was time to tell him more. Tell him all. Tell him what she felt and what she wanted. Maybe talk about the future some. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” he asked, reading her better than she always felt comfortable with. 
 
    “Just thinking about us,” she said, lying her head on his chest and twirling a finger around. 
 
    “What about us?” he asked. She could hear his heart beating faster under her ear, giving her a little encouragement. 
 
    “Where do you see us going?” she asked. 
 
    “Our relationship?”  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Do you see us being together longer? Or more? I guess I’m not sure what I’m asking.” 
 
    “Do I see a future with you?” he asked. “The answer is yes. I do. I see us together a year from now. Five years from now. Twenty years from now.” He leaned up and pushed her back a little to look in her eyes. “Does that scare you?” 
 
    She laughed lightly. Her heart was lifting and floating up, maybe even little red cartoon hearts sailing around her head if she really thought of it. “I’m only scared if it means we’re still on this lumpy sofa bed a year from now, let alone longer.” 
 
    He hugged her tight. “No. I don’t even want to be in this place six months from now. I’m riding out my lease and then I’m going to look to move.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked. “Why?” 
 
    “For a lot of reasons. One, because we need more space. Two, because I love you and I want to give you more. You deserve it.” 
 
    Those little hearts floating in the air started to multiply. He’d said it first. She’d hoped he would, but was prepared to do it since she’d been making the first move with everything, it seemed. “I love you too, William. I don’t need you to do things for me. I don’t need you to buy stuff because you think I deserve it. I’d like to think that all I need is you. Now I know I’ve got you.” 
 
    “I know you’re used to more. Used to better. I want you to have what you’re so accustomed to.” 
 
    “You’re going to burst my bubble of contentment saying things like that. All I want is you. All I want is us. If it’s in this tiny apartment for now, then it is. It won’t change how I feel or how I think.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts. No thinking about my life before us. No thinking about my parents—that I know you want to meet and I think we need to hold off. I told you they know about us. I told you my mother is fine, but my father isn’t. It has no bearing on anything. Especially what I want or need other than you.” 
 
    “If you’re sure.” 
 
    He didn’t look convinced. “I’m more sure about us than anything else ever in my life. Maybe I need to prove it to you, though.” She slid her hand under the covers and cupped him, then kissed him. 
 
    He rolled her quickly and kissed all the dreadful energy of the conversation away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Some Advice 
 
      
 
    A week later, Jeff called William into his office. “Do you know an Edward Carmichael?” 
 
    “Why?” William asked. He knew it was Isabel’s father’s name, but wasn’t sure if he should admit that. Not until he knew where Jeff was going with his question. 
 
    “Seems he’s the one badmouthing my firm. I’m trying to figure out why, where, or what his connection is. There are no records of him as a client, or even a potential one.” 
 
    “No. He wouldn’t be a client.” He couldn’t hide the truth now. “But he is my girlfriend’s father. What’s he saying?” 
 
    “What did you do to piss the guy off?” Jeff asked. William expected him to start yelling, maybe even fire him for putting a smear on the firm’s name. Instead Jeff was just leaning back in his chair…almost smirking. 
 
    “I exist,” William said before he could stop himself. 
 
    Jeff laughed. “Been there and done that. It’s not ideal to have anyone speaking badly of our business, but it happens. Thankfully you’ve signed several others in the last week, so whatever he’s saying is pretty much falling on deaf ears. I don’t suppose you could get him to cease his ramblings?” 
 
    “Considering I’ve never come face-to-face with him, that would be a no.” 
 
    Jeff pushed forward in his chair. “Well then, I might have to take matters into my own hands if it happens again. Please let me know. I’ll pass the information on to Alan and Sheryl alike. Until then, keep up the good work.” 
 
    William walked out, shaking his head. He’d worked so hard to finally see the light, to see some results, to prove that he could do this…and to think that someone he’d never met was trying to take it from him. To steal it away because he didn’t measure up on a piece of paper. That his “pedigree” wasn’t good enough for Edward’s only child. It was infuriating. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” William said to Alan, then grabbed his jacket and walked out into the bitter cold. 
 
    He needed to talk to someone about this, but he knew it couldn’t be Isabel. He couldn’t hurt or burden her that way. He had to find a way to protect her from it. It seemed to him she’d been on the receiving end of treatment like this from her father before and he wouldn’t allow him to do it again.  
 
    Now that he knew it wasn’t going to affect his job, his advancement, his goal to give Isabel a better life—one where she could have what she was used to and be loved at the same time—he could relax a little bit. 
 
    So he went where he knew he could be open and honest, and that person would be the same way in return. 
 
    “Thomas will see you now,” Wendy said as she led him back. 
 
    William popped his head around the corner of the doorframe. “Sorry to just show up this way. Thanks for seeing me.” 
 
    “No apologies needed. Come on in. Got some information for me so I can triple my money? I’ve got my eye on a piece of land on the lake. Got to get ready to give my girl the house of her dreams.” 
 
    He laughed. Thomas was forever asking him for advice and entrusting him with money that could probably be better suited for his growing family. “No. I need some advice, though.” 
 
    “Finally something I can offer you. Name it.” 
 
    He explained what had been going on the last few weeks. The few deals that had fallen through and why, then his conversation with Jeff just now. “I don’t know how to handle this. Her parents want no part of meeting or even getting to know me.” 
 
    “You know that for sure?” Thomas asked. 
 
    “Considering her father is trying to get me fired, or ruin the reputation of Weber’s, I’d say it’s a safe bet.” 
 
    Thomas laughed. “What about her mother? I thought you said Isabel was close to her mother. Does she feel the same way?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but she’d never go against her husband from what I understand. Isabel seemed to think her mother would be open to meeting me, if they could do it when her father was out of town. It just doesn’t feel right, though. I wouldn’t want her mother sneaking around and I don’t like this wedge I’m causing in her family.” 
 
    “You’re not causing anything. This has nothing to do with you, really, but rather someone that can’t give up any control over things. Someone who feels powerful telling his wife and daughter what to do. Edward Carmichael has always been that way, and it’s well known. He isn’t liked at all. Superficial at best, an asshole at worse. You should be so lucky that Isabel is willing to defy him and do it so blatantly.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” William asked. He didn’t know anything that was going on other than a few conversations that Isabel had with her mother. Thomas made it seem like something more was happening… 
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t say anything more and let you and Isabel talk it through.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re a lawyer. You guys never shut up. Keep talking.” 
 
    “It’s no wonder I like you. Very well,” Thomas said, getting up from behind his desk, looking at the clock, and then grabbing his jacket. “Let’s go grab some lunch and talk outside the office.” 
 
    “It must be bad if you want to leave.” 
 
    “More like I’m hungry. Come on, I know just the place. And no, nothing bad. Just some personal life experience I’d rather not repeat in my office.” 
 
    They got in Thomas’s car and started to head out of town. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I know this little place in Troy. They’ve got great Reubens.” 
 
    It seemed like William was just along for the ride, and he was hungry, so why not? He had nothing else planned for the day. 
 
    They’d been at the restaurant for a few minutes, their orders placed. “So give me some advice. Should I just drop it? Should I tell Isabel even though I don’t want to?” 
 
    “Do you plan on a future with Isabel?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Then you know you’ll do everything you can to avoid her getting hurt. But you can’t always do that. Trust me. Michele’s parents didn’t care too much for me in the beginning.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “They were thrilled she was dating a future lawyer, elevating Michele’s status in life. And yes, I laughed when I heard it phrased like that too. They weren’t so thrilled when we decided to get married while I was still in school. When I didn’t have much more of an income than working part time as a clerk at my father’s law office. They were completely pissed off that Michele was pretty much supporting us. Then when she got pregnant, all hell broke loose.” 
 
    William could only imagine. The old-fashioned thinking that a man had to support his wife. He was guilty of that as well. Thinking that he had to work so hard to give Isabel everything she had growing up. The difference was, he wanted her to have her own career, too. He wanted her to do what she wanted, what made her happy.  
 
    “Did they come around at all?” William asked. 
 
    “Michele stood up to them. She wasn’t going to back down. She picked a side and thankfully it was mine. That’s what I mean about being lucky. Isabel is doing the same thing. After Lucas was born, they realized they had to make peace and let it go. They dote on their grandson now. They came to realize that sometimes people make sacrifices in life for the greater good. The bigger picture. It probably wasn’t smart to start a family so early. Not when we could barely support ourselves, but if you love each other enough, you make it work.” 
 
    “And you did.” 
 
    “We did and we do. Just go with your gut. That’s my advice to you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling?” Isabel asked Michele. It was Saturday morning and the two of them decided to do a little shopping for the new baby. 
 
    “I’m feeling better. I was sick earlier on, but now it’s not so bad. At least once I get some food in my stomach. I swear I’m going to blow up like a balloon this time.” 
 
    Isabel giggled. She’d really come to care for Michele in such a short period of time. They had so much in common, got along well, and their sweethearts spent a lot of time together, too. It couldn’t have worked out more perfect in her eyes.  
 
    “It will be worth it in the end though, right? I mean it’s just for a short period of time and then you get to hold your baby.” 
 
    “Very true. I was so excited when I found out I was pregnant with Lucas. We thought we’d wait until Thomas was done with school and started working, but sometimes things don’t always work as planned. Then with this child, we just decided to see what happened. No use protecting against it when I thought it’d be nice to have them close together. My sister is so much older than me, so it was like being an only child growing up.” 
 
    “I know the feeling,” Isabel said. “I want a lot of kids. I want them to be able to have each other when they need someone to talk to. I never had that growing up.”  
 
    She’d had friends in school, but it wasn’t the same thing. She hadn’t lived at Emma Willard like so many other girls did. She went to school every day with her father. It was hard to form strong bonds when everyone else lived there, but her father wouldn’t allow it.  
 
    She’d never dated either, because there weren’t that many boys she was ever exposed to. It wasn’t until she was in college that she started to date, and even then she kept that information from her parents. 
 
    “The better question is, how are you feeling right now?” 
 
    “Me? Why are you asking me?” Isabel said, looking nervous. 
 
    “Thomas told me that your father has been trying to cause problems for William at work. I thought that was why you wanted to go shopping today. That it was an excuse to talk about it.” 
 
    “What?!” Isabel said. No way. Her father wouldn’t. He couldn’t. How dare he? 
 
    “Oh boy. Guess you didn’t know. You didn’t hear it from me. I shouldn’t have said that,” Michele said, looking distressed. “I just figured if Thomas knew that you did too.” 
 
    Michele was looking so upset that Isabel reached for her and gave her a hug in the store. “Don’t worry. No, William didn’t tell me, but I’m guessing he has his reasons. Believe me, I’ll find out what they are, though.” 
 
    “I’m thinking William isn’t going to enjoy that conversation one bit. Your eyes just got very dark.” 
 
    “I’m sure he won’t think it’s a pleasant conversation in the least, but that’s just too damn bad.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About Control 
 
      
 
    “When did you plan on telling me?” Isabel said when William walked into his apartment a few hours later. He’d been out with Thomas doing God knows what. He hadn’t said much about their plans before he’d left and she’d thought he was being secretive about it, but brushed it off earlier. Now she was wondering what other things he may be keeping from her. 
 
    “I was going to tell you when I got back. I didn’t know you’d find out so soon. How did you find out?” he asked, looking confused. 
 
    “Michele told me when we were shopping,” Isabel said, crossing her arms. 
 
    “How did she find out?”  
 
    “Thomas told her. I want to know why you told Thomas and not me?” 
 
    “Wait. Back up. Michele doesn’t know what we were doing today so she couldn’t have told you. What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Tell me what you did today first,” she said. No way she was giving anything away just yet.  
 
    He hesitated a second longer than she wanted, her teeth starting to grind. Then, finally, he said, “You can’t say anything to Michele. Thomas showed me a piece of land he wants to buy for Michele. He wanted to surprise her. They’ve been talking about a bigger place with the baby coming and he was thinking it’d be better to build what they wanted. He wants to live on the lake.” 
 
    That was sweet of Thomas, but it wasn’t changing her mood in the least at this moment. She was furious with William and he was going to know it. “Okay, but that isn’t what I’m talking about,” she said. 
 
    “Tell me what then, because obviously you’re ticked off. I’ve never seen you this way before. I didn’t even know you had it in you to get angry, but you look like you want to rip my head off and feed it to a pack of dogs.” 
 
    It was a good description. “You’re darn right I want to. Why didn’t you tell me it was my father that was making trouble for you at work?” 
 
    “Who told you that?” he asked, his eyes going wider than she’d ever seen.  
 
    “Michele. Obviously Thomas tells his significant other things. She thought I knew. The question is why didn’t you tell me?”  
 
    He started to pace around the room, only there weren’t too many places for him to go without walking into a wall or furniture. “I didn’t want to upset you.” 
 
    “And yet here I am, upset and pissed off.” 
 
    “Isabel! You never talk like that.” 
 
    She held the laugh back, kind of sick of everyone thinking she was some angel. All that was going to change soon enough.  
 
    “Get used to it. I’ve never been this mad before. Did you think you were protecting me? Protecting the little lady of the house so she wouldn’t get upset? That I couldn’t handle it?” 
 
    “Yes. I mean no,” he said rapidly when she narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
    “Well, which is it?” she asked, stalking toward him. 
 
    “I’m not sure with the way you’re looking at me right now. Let’s sit down and talk about this.” 
 
    “I don’t want to sit down. I want to stalk around like you, but it’s hard to do in this tiny little place without bumping into each other.” 
 
    This time he narrowed his eyes. She’d hit a nerve, she saw, but didn’t care in the least. “I’m looking for a new place soon, you know that.” 
 
    “Really, William. You’re thick. That isn’t what I meant. I meant if I bumped into you I might punch you in the arm. I don’t care that you live here. I don’t care that it’s tiny. What I care about is that you are no better than my father if you thought you could keep this from me.” 
 
    “Now, listen here,” he said, coming to stand in front of her. “There is no reason to insult me. You’re the one that doesn’t want me to meet them. You’re the one who isn’t making the effort.” 
 
    “Me! Look at what he did. Do you get it now? Do you understand? I was trying to protect you! Little good that did me, though. Not that I thought he’d do this. I thought it was bad enough the way he was treating me, but he has no reason to come after you. He doesn’t even know you.” 
 
    “What’s he doing to you?” He took a hold of her arm and sat her on the couch, confusion mixed with anger brimming at the surface. “Stop moving around and talk to me.” 
 
    She wished she hadn’t said what she did, because now she’d have to be honest and tell him things she was hoping he’d never find out. She hated airing dirty laundry to anyone. But she didn’t want to lie, either. She was never very good at it. “He’s giving me the cold shoulder,” she said simply. 
 
    “There has to be more than that. You’ve said he’s done that to you before. What else is going on? Is something going on at work?” 
 
    He was too perceptive. She sighed. This was what she got for letting her emotions get the best of her. Now the tables were turned on her, and she was the one on the spot. “He would never do anything at work. He would never want anyone to think that his daughter is defying him, or not doing what she was told.” 
 
    “Then what?” William asked. 
 
    She held her tongue until he squeezed her hand, nudging her to speak. “He’s being difficult with my mother. He’s making it hard for her and me to see each other. He’s planning their lives so much that they aren’t apart, or he’s assigning me things to do at night when he’s out of the house. It’s blatantly obvious to my mother and me that he’s doing everything he can to keep the two of us apart. He knows where to hit my mother and me where it hurts the most, and that’s exactly what he is doing.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “He’s a ridiculous person. It’s all about control, William. I told you that. He doesn’t have much over me and he knows it now. So he’s doing the next best thing. He’s controlling my mother…and if she’s hurting, then he knows I will be too.” She took a deep breath, knowing what needed to be done now. “Don’t worry about it anymore. I’ll be taking care of it.” 
 
    She got up and grabbed her jacket before he could stop her. 
 
    “Wait. Where are you going? I’m going with you,” William said. 
 
    “No. You’re staying here. This is about me and it’s about time I did something about it.” 
 
    She slammed out the door and all but ran to her car. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Isabel, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Mom, I’m sorry to barge in like this. Is Dad home?”  
 
    Her mother looked concerned, but Isabel was just going to ignore that for now. “He’s in his office working. I’m not sure it’s a good time.” 
 
    “It’s never a good time when he’s giving me the cold shoulder. So I’m going to make it be the right time now.” 
 
    She marched into her father’s office. He didn’t lift his head, just shifted his eyes upward, glanced at her, and went right back to what he was doing. So childish. She stood there and stared at him, tapping her foot, until he stopped and looked up at her again. What an ass, she was thinking. How could she share the same gene pool as him? She didn’t think she could be a fraction of that cold to anyone, let alone a family member. 
 
    “Is there something you wanted, Isabel?” 
 
    Might as well get right to the source of this visit. “What is your problem with William?” 
 
    “I don’t have much of a problem with him personally,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “Other than he isn’t good enough for you. That people are talking that you’re dating down and it doesn’t look good for the family. I told you this would happen, but you never listen to me.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t tell me this would happen. And if you did, I still wouldn’t care. If you got to know him, then you could defend him, rather than jump on the bandwagon with all the other shallow people. You would see he was going to make something of himself. Instead you’re too busy spreading rumors and trying to get him fired.” 
 
    “Edward,” her mother asked, appearing in the doorway. “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “It’s not your concern, Patrice. Go back into the kitchen and let Isabel and I finish this conversation.” 
 
    “No. Mom can stay here because I want her to hear what I’ve got to say. That way I only need to say it once.” 
 
    “You will not use that tone of voice with me, young lady,” her father said, his dark eyes flashing with anger she’d never been exposed to before. 
 
    “I’ll use any damn tone I want.” Her mother gasped. “Yep, I’m going to swear, too. Because when people get mad that’s what they do. Just like when people love each other they stand up for them. They stand behind them. But you don’t get that, Dad. You don’t understand. It’s not about standing up or behind anyone for you. It’s about showing the world you’re in control. That you’ve got the power. That you can grab someone by the balls and squeeze as hard as you want.” 
 
    Her father started to stand up from his chair. She’d hit a big nerve. She’d never raised her voice before. Never spoken even a whisper of the words she’d always wanted to say. Damn, it felt liberating. “Isabel, if you can’t speak respectfully in front of your mother and lower your voice, then you can leave this house and not come back until you get better control of yourself.” 
 
    She felt her eyes fill up with tears. It wasn’t worth it. She realized it right then. Her father was just trying to hurt her. He didn’t care about anything else other than calling all the shots. He didn’t care she was upset. He didn’t care his actions were wrong. He only cared about himself. 
 
    “I’ll leave. And I won’t be back and it has nothing to do with my control. I won’t be back until you apologize for what you did. Not until you accept William into our family.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” Edward stated firmly. “Never. You’ll come to your senses soon enough and we’ll get past this little misunderstanding.” 
 
    She started to laugh. There was nothing else left for her to do. “Then I’m sorry you aren’t going to get to know your grandchild. But that’s your problem. Not mine.” 
 
    She turned and stomped out of the house. Now she needed to go tell William he was going to be a father. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    All the Rest 
 
      
 
    “What?” William asked. He knew he’d paled. He had to have. He felt pretty dizzy and lightheaded at the moment. He was actually surprised he could even form a word, let alone a thought. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I went to see the doctor on Thursday.” 
 
    Two days ago. “And you’re just telling me now?” 
 
    Her eyes filled and he realized she wasn’t as calm as she was sounding. She’d left the house over two hours ago and he suspected she was going home. He’d thought she’d cooled off by now, since she walked back in calmer than she left, but her hands were shaking as she sat next to him. He wasn’t upset. He wasn’t angry. He didn’t know what he was feeling. He was just plain numb. 
 
    “I needed to take it in.” 
 
    “You’ve had two days to take it in. So if I say something wrong, don’t hold it against me.” 
 
    She laughed, a not-so-happy sound, either. “Not a problem.” 
 
    “No one else knows?” he asked. 
 
    “I wanted to tell Michele this morning. I thought I was going to. Just to talk to another woman. To see how it felt, what I should feel because right now I don’t feel anything different at all physically.” 
 
    “So you didn’t tell her?” He was trying to keep track of the conversation. 
 
    “No. I couldn’t. It didn’t feel right saying it to her and not you first.” 
 
    He nodded. “So I’m the first you’ve told?” He couldn’t seem to think of much more to say, wondering if he was imagining the whole day. 
 
    Her eyes filled some more, a few tears escaping this time. “I just ended up blurting it to my parents as I stormed out the door. I sort of told them, I think. I’m not sure because all I had was this red haze in front of my eyes.” 
 
    “So you just came back from your parents’ house? What happened there?” He could only focus on one thing at a time. That was the most current thought, so he was going with it. 
 
    “I went to confront my father about what he was doing to you. What he was trying to do with your job. I didn’t want to believe it, but deep down I knew it was true. I had to find out why.” 
 
    “Did he say?” He wasn’t sure he wanted to know, or that he cared at this point. It seemed the only thing he cared about was her right now, and the baby she was carrying. His baby. Damn, guess he couldn’t focus on one thing at a time. 
 
    “Not really. It’s all about his image or idea of whom I should be with. That I started dating you before he was told, that he knew nothing about it, and then in his eyes you weren’t what he wanted for me. He can’t get over it. He doesn’t even want to try.” 
 
    “That I’m not good enough,” he said, feeling anger at those words. Exactly what he’d felt all along himself. Things he was trying to move past. She was helping him realize he was enough for her, but her father’s actions were the needle still poking at him and drawing blood. 
 
    She moved over and sat in his lap. “You’re what I want. You’re everything I’ve wanted all along. I don’t care about money. I don’t care about fancy things. I only care about you.” 
 
    He was holding her now. Squeezing her tight. He saw a vulnerability there and knew he had to do what he could to help her. To not let her continue to feel the way she was. 
 
    “I just want you to be happy. I only care about you. You and our child. We should get married. Don’t you think?” He knew what he wanted, but she’d been controlled enough in her life. Enough in the last few months, let alone hours, that he didn’t want to start making demands of her. 
 
    She looked into his eyes and smiled a little. “I think we should. But the question is, why do you want to?” 
 
    “Because it’s the right thing to do. The responsible thing to do,” he said. “You’ll be talked about at work. You’ll be talked about in general. Maybe it will soften the blow if you’re married.” 
 
    “That’s the only reason?” she asked. “To protect me?” 
 
    “It should be enough of one, but I know it’s not. So I’m going to go crawl out on a limb and tell you everything. I don’t care if the limb can’t support me and it breaks and I crash down, because I need to say this to you. I love you, Isabel. I want to care for you, I want you to care for me. I want the ups and downs that our life is going to bring, knowing you’ll be next to me—not behind me—the whole time. That’s why I want to marry you. That’s the main reason, but all the other ones are there, too.” 
 
    She kissed him on the lips. “The first reasons you gave for getting married were all valid ones. But that wouldn’t be enough for me to say yes. The only reason I am is because I love you too, and I believe in all the other things. It has to be all for love. For no other reason. Otherwise it won’t last and we’d both be miserable. 
 
    She was right. So very right. “It is for love. And with that we can take care of all the rest, too.” He hugged her tighter, his heart racing. He was really doing this. He was really going to get married. “How far along are you?” he asked, trying to gather his wits and focus on the bigger picture. 
 
    “About six weeks. Not far at all.” 
 
    “So your due date is when?” 
 
    “The doctor is thinking the end of September. Thereabouts.” 
 
    “Let’s get married next Saturday,” he blurted out. 
 
    “That’s fast,” she said, sliding off his lap and looking at him oddly.  
 
    “There’s no reason to wait. Not unless you want a big wedding?” He’d figure out a way to pay for it if she did. He’d give her everything he could. She’d already given him so much by just believing in him. 
 
    “No, no big wedding. It should just be you and me. Maybe Thomas and Michele as witnesses if we can do it at the courthouse one day.” 
 
    “The courts are closed on Saturday,” he said, smiling like a silly fool. He was getting married. 
 
    “Oh. Forgot about that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll talk to Thomas. I’m sure he has connections with some judge that could perform the ceremony, if that is what you want. Leave the rest up to me. Can you do that? Do you trust me to take care of the rest?” 
 
    “I trust you. I trust you with my life.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next few days were hectic. William was calling around and trying to find a place for them to hold the ceremony. Just because it was going to be a quick wedding didn’t mean he couldn’t make it romantic. That he couldn’t do everything possible to make her feel special that day. 
 
    Thomas had already secured the judge. He and Michele were going to be there as their witnesses. Thomas even laughed and said they’d have kids the same age now. William hadn’t even thought of that. He hadn’t thought of much more other than where they were going to live or how they were going to do anything after Saturday. 
 
    There were just so many things up in the air. The lease on his apartment was up in less then six months. Isabel’s was up a few months after his. Neither of them could afford to be paying for both places if they were only living in one, not with a child to plan for. 
 
    “William,” Sheryl said when she popped her head into the office that he shared with Alan. “Isabel is on the phone for you.” 
 
    “Hi,” he said, picking it up. “Everything okay? You never call me during the day.”  
 
    “Everything is fine. I have a few minutes before lunch is over. I just got off the phone with Dawn. She said she’d switch apartments with us. Take yours until the lease is up, if you want to stay in mine. It’s bigger and has two rooms.” 
 
    He was shocked. “Why would she be willing to do that?” 
 
    “Because she wanted out anyway. She wants to get closer to her job and your apartment is, and it’s cheaper than the half she is paying for the one we’re in. She’s been dating some new guy and hopes that maybe when the time comes and her lease is up, she can talk him into something more permanent between the two of them.” 
 
    “Whatever her reasoning is, I’m all for it if you are.” 
 
    “I am. We can move your stuff in this weekend and hers out. Most of the furnishings in the apartment are actually mine. She doesn’t have much, if you don’t mind leaving your things there for her?” 
 
    “You just want to get rid of that sofa bed,” he said. 
 
    “I do,” she said, laughing. “But really, it would mean only moving clothes and personal items if you’re willing to leave your furnishings behind.” 
 
    “Not a problem. Though that sofa bed has some real nice memories to it, I’ll be happy to just be living with you.” 
 
    “Then that’s taken care of and I can get back to work. I love you, bye.” 
 
    She hung up before he could return the words.  
 
    Later that night he was home alone, trying to pack up what he could, when he heard a knock at the door. He walked the few steps and opened it up. “Can I help you?” he asked the older gentleman who was standing there in an expensive suit. One that cost more than anything he’d be able to afford. 
 
    “I’d like to speak with you.” 
 
    “And you are?” he asked. Talk about rude. 
 
    “Edward Carmichael,” the man said, then just walked into the apartment without waiting to be invited, like it was his right. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” William asked. The sooner Edward said what he had to, the faster he’d be gone. 
 
    “There’s a lot you can do, but I’m sure none of it is going to happen. I came here intending to try to buy you off to leave my daughter. But then I realized, she made her bed and she can lie in it. If it reflects poorly on her and breaks her mother’s heart, that is her cross to bear.” 
 
    William felt his face turn red. “If you came here to insult me or Isabel, you can leave. I’ve got nothing to say to you.” 
 
    “Fine. I don’t care to listen to a word of it myself.” Edward stepped into the hallway, then paused and stared at William, his eyes hard. “But what you aren’t going to consider doing is bringing any type of lawsuit against me for words that I may or may not have expressed about your employer.” 
 
    William stopped and stared. This man was nuts. Why would he do that? It’d never even occurred to him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I saw you meeting with Thomas Mathews for lunch the other day. Why else would you meet with a defense attorney if not to set up some legal action?”  
 
    Leave it to Thomas to bring him somewhere where there’d be a chance of Edward seeing them. Thomas must have known all along where Edward ate his lunch. Twice now the two of them had gone to Troy to eat, but William never thought much of it. 
 
    It obviously didn’t occur to Edward that William might actually have a friend in this world. Probably something he’d never had. “I won’t consider any legal action on one condition.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” Edward said.  
 
    “That you stop treating Isabel this way. I’m not asking you to give your approval for our relationship. If you said you were, I wouldn’t believe it. But we’ve got a child coming. Your grandchild. For Isabel and Patrice’s sake, the least you can do is try to be civil around me. Try to support your daughter.” 
 
    “I’ll never approve of this marriage. You’re not good enough for her. But she has made her choices, like I said. I’ll keep my opinions to myself going forward, but that is the best I’m willing to offer.” 
 
    William shut the door before his future father-in-law could say another word. He’d done all he could do. Now he had a wedding to finish getting ready for, and just hoped that Edward kept his word.  
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Is This Right 
 
      
 
    Saturday morning, William stood in the back room of a restaurant that Thomas had managed to secure for them. Friends of the family, he’d told them, and they were more than willing to let a wedding take place on site. 
 
    Michele had gone all out and decorated it in red roses and balloons, a few streamers, and candles. It was more than he could have done and it made him feel better knowing that however small the ceremony or location, it was still festive. 
 
    He was waiting patiently with Thomas, both of them in suits. William had managed to find a photographer on short notice and the restaurant was going to serve them a nice brunch and a small wedding cake that he’d picked up at the bakery on his way here. 
 
    “Stop pacing,” Thomas said, smirking. 
 
    “I can’t help it. It’s all happening so fast.” 
 
    “Then you know it’s right,” Thomas said, slapping him on the back. 
 
    “How do you figure that?” It seemed like an odd statement. 
 
    “Because you’re a nervous wreck right now. Why is that?” 
 
    It was just the two of them. The judge was in the building but talking to someone else. Michele was helping Isabel get ready. “Is this enough? Is this right? Will she wish she had a big wedding someday?” 
 
    “That’s why it’s right. It’s all about her right now in your mind. Giving her what you think she wants. But I think when it’s all said and done, she is getting exactly what she wanted all along.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that. Who would have thought this months ago?” 
 
    “Things don’t always go according to plan. You make due with what you’ve got and adjust along the way. Now be quiet, here they come,” Thomas said, winking. 
 
    There was no music playing, nothing at all. It didn’t matter because William still heard the love song in his head. He heard the birds chirping even though it was the middle of the winter. He felt the sun shining, even in the dimly lit room. 
 
    “She looks beautiful,” he whispered, his eyes misting up. 
 
    “She sure does,” Thomas agreed. 
 
    Isabel made her way closer, wearing a long white dress. It wasn’t a wedding dress, but still extremely fancy. Her hair was done up on her head, some white flowers strategically placed, but all he saw was her. Her smile that she was sending his way. 
 
    She and Michele stopped in front of him and Thomas. Michele took the bouquet of red roses out of Isabel’s hands. He’d picked those up earlier, too. He didn’t want her to worry or think of anything at all today. Nothing other than getting ready to become his wife. 
 
    The judge, who had been standing in the doorway, had made his way over before Isabel did. “It’s a fine day for a wedding, don’t you agree? February fourteenth. The day of love. The day of romance. You’ve even filled the room in red and white.” 
 
    William smiled at Isabel. When he first suggested they get married this Saturday, he hadn’t realized the date. But once he saw it was Valentine’s Day, he knew it was perfect and he was going to do everything in his power to make it so. Right down to the red flowers, decorations, and the red tie he was wearing. Even Michele was wearing a red dress. 
 
    The ceremony was short, sweet, and to the point. They’d said their “I dos,” then he took Isabel’s hand and brought the ring out. 
 
    “You went all out on the red today, didn’t you?” she said, smiling bright, tears just flickering in her eyes. 
 
    “It seemed appropriate,” he said as he slid the gold band with rubies placed all around it onto her finger. “An eternity of love.” 
 
    She laughed and kissed him hard, the judge interrupting with, “We haven’t gotten to that part yet.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, turned and accepted the gold band from Michele and slid it onto William’s finger, then asked, “Can I kiss him now?” 
 
    He loved this woman. How could he not? 
 
    The judge smiled, then said, “You may kiss your groom.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t give you a better honeymoon than this,” William said in their hotel room later that night. “I’ll make it up to you someday. I promise.” 
 
    “This is just perfect. It was too fast to plan anything else. What you did do made the day spectacular, though. Now Valentine’s Day is going to have an even more special meaning to me.” 
 
    “Did it have one before?” he asked. 
 
    It never really did to her. She’d never had any serious boyfriends before, but she always dreamed that on this day she’d have someone give her hearts and flowers, candy and kisses. Instead, for her first true Valentine’s Day, she was given a husband. 
 
    “Not really. Never like this.” 
 
    “I’d think not, since it’s your first marriage.” 
 
    “And my last. This is it. We did it for us. We did it for love.” 
 
    He kissed her softly, then deeply, before he stepped back to grab the bottle of sparkling cider that had been chilling. Room service was all they were going to get until they left in the morning. He had no intention of leaving this room for anything. The rest of the day and the night were only for them. 
 
    Once both glasses were filled, he handed one to her. “No regrets?” he asked. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” she said. “Why would you even consider that?” She glanced down at her ruby wedding band again. He’d gone overboard. She wasn’t expecting any of this. 
 
    “It’s probably not what you would have dreamed of as a girl.” 
 
    “All I ever dreamed about as a girl was finding the love of my life. I did. That’s all I need.” 
 
    “I want you to be happy. I want to give you everything you want and need out of life.” 
 
    “William,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Stop it. You already have. Now shut up and kiss me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Back to the present 
 
      
 
    “So, no regrets?” he asked Isabel later that night in bed. 
 
    “I never regret what we do in the bedroom. I just regret we don’t always have as much time together to do it.” 
 
    He laughed and snuggled in tight with her. “I mean us. How we got married. How it all started. What we were talking about earlier while we were reminiscing on how we met.”  
 
    He often thought back on everything. How it all started and how it’d turned out so far. The best night of his life was when she had to come back for her purse. 
 
    “We’ve had a beautiful life together. And we’ll have another fifty years if I have my way. Not one regret in my life.” 
 
    “It doesn’t bother you anymore that your father never accepted me? Would barely speak my name, let alone look at me all those years?”  
 
    Edward Carmichael was the epitome of a stubborn ass. He never forgave Isabel. He didn’t cause any more trouble, but nothing was ever good enough for him. He died a bitter man, ten years after William and Isabel wed. William was sad that their children never had a real grandfather in their lives, but he promised one day to make it up to his own grandkids. 
 
    “Nope. That is on him. He had to live with that bitterness. It’s probably what caused his heart attack. He was my father, and a part of me will always love the man I remember from when I was younger. The one that was softer and nicer at times. But I choose to forget the rest.” 
 
    “Your mother is still going strong, though,” he said. Patrice Carmichael just had her eightieth birthday and was living up life in a retirement community close by. They had all they could do to get her to come visit now. She and her friends were having too much fun traveling when they weren’t organizing events for the others living there. 
 
    “I don’t know that I ever realized how unhappy she was when my father was alive. It was just the way she was, always keeping what she was really feeling hidden. The kids gave her a purpose, though. I guess as much as I hated my father’s treatment of me, and lack of interaction with the kids, he never stopped my mother from being so involved in their lives. As far as I know, he never even said a word to her about it.” 
 
    “You needed all the help you could get back then with twins. Trying to chase Alec and Phil around was no small feat. Then add Ben to the mix, and it didn’t surprise me you were happy to go back to work so fast. I was shocked you took a full year off with Kaitlin, though.” 
 
    “I love my job. Even to this day, I still love it. All those girls need to know that there is a whole huge world out there for them. But back then, Alec and Phil were in school, Ben in pre-school, and I was missing having a baby around. One seemed so easy then. And Kaitlin was so different from her brothers as a child. So quiet and calm. It was a nice year, just the two of us most of the time.” 
 
    “You’re a good example for them,” he said, running his hand down her back. Still soft and smooth as the day he first touched it. “Not just for our children, but for those girls that you teach.” 
 
    “They need to know how to go get something when they want it. How to take charge. Everyone should feel and experience that.” 
 
    “You’ve always been one to take charge.” 
 
    She rolled over and lay on his chest, her finger tracing his shoulder. “There’s something you should know.” 
 
    “You’re not pregnant, are you?” He might have just paled like he did so many years ago. 
 
    She burst out laughing. “Not likely. No. I think I should finally tell you that I didn’t forget my purse that night.” 
 
    “Sure, you did. You had to come back and get it.” 
 
    “I forgot it on purpose. I left it there so I’d have an excuse to come back and talk to you alone. Like I said—when you see something you want, you just need to take charge.” 
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