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​​Chapter 1

​​Don’t Wake the Dreamer
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DEAR DIARY

DEAR DREAM DIARY

Beloved Hesperus – My Evening Dream Star

It doesn’t matter how I start this journal – it still sounds stupid. But even what I need to write sounds ridiculous, so I hope by starting this diary, this journal, I’ll be able to make sense of my dream. The only dream I’ve had since arriving in New York City. At least addressing my entry to Hesperus, I can pretend I’m corresponding with a real person, albeit a mythological one. 

That’s nothing stranger than this dream.

The dream always begins with me standing at a golden basin, splashing some type of refreshing elixir on my face. I don’t question my environment; I’m trying to learn more in every dream.

What I remember from this version was the sweet mixture that dripped onto my lips. It’s the first time I have ‘tasted’ in a dream, and it’s not really water. I can taste the difference, and the effervescence is not easily forgotten. 

Who actually tastes something in a dream? 

And naturally, that woke me.

The first lesson to learn is that any type of question, any question, will wake me from the dream. I need to train myself to let it flow and, 

Don’t. Ask. Questions!
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MIGHTY HESPERUS – MY Guiding Star

There is no sense of effort in the dream. After rinsing my face and stepping away from the basin, I study my reflection in the gilded mirror. Confident before going on, my sense of being ‘ready’ comes from a change in my perception, not a specific time frame. 

When my eyes closed, they reopened to a humming sound in the room –– if it is a room. I quickly squash my curiosity. But opening my eyes, the myriads of color swirling around me is overwhelming. Rivers of bright yellows and pinks, of dark blues and greens, all float like individual threads in the wind. 

Each color is a vibration that creates a unique tone. I can hear them individually, like an instrument in an orchestra tuning before a performance. The blues are deep, long whining notes. The yellows, staccato. Every color is mesmerizing. I try to let the dream flow without being the conductor. 

Do colors have sound?

And I am awake.
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​Chapter 2

​​A Warning Wakeup
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The dream tonight began as usual, with the vibrant liquid splashing over my face. I didn’t think about how it tasted. Or how it felt sliding smoothly down my throat. I was getting better at suspending my curiosity.

But tonight, when my eyes raised to my reflection in the mirror, it wasn’t me! Those weren’t my violet-blue eyes! Not my hair. Not my crown. Crown?

Fear froze all thoughts; I could only stare.

She smiled like we knew each other and then her lips parted, forming silent words as though she was practicing. And then she took a deep breath and forced herself to speak. Her voice was quiet, musical.

“Salvum me. Salvum te.” 

What does that mean?

And immediately, I was awake.
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MY HEART RACED. I DIDN’T remember bolting upright in bed with the covers gripped to me. But I had, and I was still breathing hard from the surprise of hearing her words. These dreams had always followed a certain ritual. The elixir. The reflection. The colors and sounds. Seeing her reflection in the mirror tonight was a change I hadn’t expected. 

Who was she?

And she spoke to me! Like, directly To. Me.

My shaky hand went to my forehead, wiping the sweat on my face with the edge of the bedsheet. I was still trying to calm my breathing. No one expects to see a different reflection from their own in a mirror. 

My hands continued to tremble as I reached for the journal on the nightstand, and then for the pen that dropped to the floor. I had Granny to thank for the discipline of recording every detail before a dream evaporated from my memory. 

As I sat up, I let the pieces come together like a puzzle in my mind. The dream had begun as usual, splashing my face with the elixir from the golden bowl before raising my gaze to my reflection in the mirror. That was usually my cue to close my eyes and reopen them to another segment of the dream. But seeing her reflection in the mirror, watching her lips move in slow motion to speak, I wondered how I could even hear the words. 

Salvum me. Salvum te.

I began my journal entry with that phrase, Salvum me; Salvum te, hoping I could read the scratchy writing later when I was more awake. It sounded like Latin, but I hadn’t studied Latin, nor did I know anyone who spoke Latin. I repeated it to myself a few times to get a clear pronunciation before I wrote what I remembered most vividly about the woman in the mirror. 

––––––––
[image: ]


HER EYES. They were strangely beautiful, an odd shade of violet blue pools of color that lit up her face. Her dark hair was long, straight, and her lips were a natural rose shade that matched the blush on her cheeks. She appeared close to my age, but the flowing blue robe with a square cross over her chest was out of step with any modern fashion trend.

The other item I recalled clearly was the odd crown with a pearlescent jewel. It reminded me of a full moon balanced in a golden brace. I say moon because the gem was luminous, but it was unlike anything I’ve never seen before. It was also the size of a basketball. How did she keep it on her head?

Even trying to remember with my eyes closed, only those details came to mind. Everything else was a blur. 

Salvum me. Salvum te.

Reaching for my phone, I Googled the phrase. Turns out – it was Latin. 

Save me. Save you.

With the journal resting on my lap, my fingers tracing the gold embossed M of my name on the cover. Granny always wanted me to write – though I’m not sure Dear Diary counts as using my English degree. Marlowe Giles has something to say, Granny always insisted. Write down the details before you forget! Granny made sure I had an endless supply of blank journals to fill.

But these recurring dreams differed from anything I’ve ever had. It’s not like I was dreaming-on-demand. I am dreaming them whether or not I want. The journal helped me remember the details, even if I struggled to understand their meaning. 

I was learning when I held my curiosity, the dream flowed at its own pace, each night contained a lesson. Learning to taste. Learning about sounds and colors. But what lesson would the appearance of this queen bring to the ritual? And to have her speak would have awakened anyone. Who speaks Latin in the 21st century?

Salvum me. Salvum te. Save me. Save you.

Why would she ask me to save her? What would she need saving from? Why did I even think she was real; these were only dreams, right? 

Every thought crashed into the next until they echoed each other in my mind. 

Save me. Save you.

Wait! What did I need saving from?
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MY DREAMS HAD NEVER come with a warning before, but the hot shower helped me finally calm down. As I dressed for work, I questioned whether my legs would hold me steady on the trek to the office. Still, I knew the exercise would help with my anxiety, so I left early enough not to be pressed for time.

Weaving through the morning rush of pedestrians, I tried to match their determined pace. Getting comfortable with the number of people walking in the city was my first adaptation after moving from Dallas two months ago. Nobody walks to work in Dallas. But the energy of so many people in NYC was exactly what I needed. The buzz of street conversations, music, or even the clash of honking horns was a special blend of city ‘white noise’ that kept my adrenaline flowing.

I avoided glancing at the storefront windows, afraid I might see a reflection of the dream queen. My heart rate might have calmed, but my nerves were still on edge. Thankfully, in an accidental glimpse, my image was all I saw.

The weather improved my mood as the sun rose on a crisp, clear day in September, although it the city smelled of every type of food that could be hawked on a street corner. Coffee and pastries sweetened the air as much as trash and beer soured it. It was all part of the city experience.

Walking allowed me to reflect on my dreams that began the first night I arrived in Manhattan. I needed a new beginning, something to fill the void after Granny died. I took my time to enjoy the scenery along the 1,750-mile, five-day solo adventure from Dallas driving a moving van. When the dream started, I thought I was tired from the trip, or tired from moving into my apartment. Maybe I was tired from sleeping with the mattress on the floor before I finally assembled the bed. Whatever started it, every night was like my first time dreaming this dream.

And now it came with a warning.
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​Chapter 3

​​Never a Stranger
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Even for a Monday, the energy in the office was high. I felt it as soon as I stepped off the elevator and headed for my desk wondering what kind of excitement awaited me today. I greeted everyone by name as I passed through the office. It was part of my Texan attitude – we know no strangers.

“Good morning, Ron. Good morning, Lonnie.” 

“Hey Marlowe! There are croissants in the kitchen.” Ron winked. “Your favorite!”

“Y’all are the best,” I said over my shoulder with a laugh, taking an immediate detour to the kitchen. Croissants were my weakness.

Barnaby’s was a boutique advertising agency in the Flat Iron District of Manhattan. Surprisingly, they offered a housing allowance so their employees could live in the upscale neighborhood where we worked. The incentive succeeded in luring top creative personalities, media experts, and loyal administration staff like me with every imaginable perk conceivable for an office, from food to fun. 

The talent of that team spilled into each account the agency had won in the five years since opening. With such an upbeat atmosphere, it made being in the office an exciting experience.

Each day scrolled by line by line – that’s how I jokingly described it. As an English major, copywriting was an easy job for me. Words, how they were spaced or arranged, were like an art form. That was a useful talent in an ad agency.

My first assignments were with the outdoor team, looking over the ad copy for billboards. I was careful not to suggest content – that was a collaboration between the creative and the client. But imagining how the advertising might be read by a car passing by at a fast or slow speed was easy for me and I made suggestions accordingly. In Texas we drove everywhere, but Manhattan had a different feel for movement, and I was committed to discovering that rhythm as well. My recommendations for font size and arrangement of phrases were accepted with appreciation, and I quickly felt like part of the group. When the outdoor team won the branding pitch for a local athletic chain, they included me in the celebration. 

Happy hours were frequent in this office environment, and winning an account meant the agency picked up the tab for drinks and appetizers. On a budget like I set for myself, appetizers were considered a hot meal.

Being a copywriter in an advertising agency was more glamorous than the entry position of a middle-grade English teacher. And it was a good way to get experience and learn about the city. Barnaby’s wasn’t a large agency, which made everyone friendly. Almost every night after work, one department or another went out for drinks. Being new to the office, they invited me often, and I usually talked Leisa into joining me. She was my first friend in the city, practically my only friend, and mostly because we shared a cubicle at work.

Leisa was also a little more nerdy than I was. Glasses replaced any eye makeup, and her fashion sense looked handed down from an older sister. But there was no denying she was funny, and her attention to detail on ad copy was spot-on. I could learn about copywriting from Leisa. And there were a few things I could do for her, like dragging her to happy hour parties that she’d never attended, even though she’d been at the agency almost two years. 

As much as I tried to focus on my work today, my mind kept revolving the words from my dream: Salvum me. Salvum te. It sounded like a cry for help as much as it felt like a warning. As with each new segment of the dream, there were more questions than answers.

So, when the art team invited us out tonight, Leisa and I made a pact to Get Happy.

I needed to let that dream-shit go.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 4

​​Dreams are Real
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I sat in bed braced against the headboard, letting my fingers feather through the pages of past dreams. The taste of the elixir always came first. Then my reflection in the mirror before I closed my eyes and opened them into the segment of threads of color and sound. I still didn’t understand why questions always woke me from the dream. Was I asking the wrong questions?

I was stuck on the reflection of the queen in the mirror. Queen was how I described her because of the crown. She wasn’t familiar, but her smile was friendly. Who was she? Why was she in my dream?

Somehow, I knew all of this was magic. Not that I knew what magic was. Granny always said magic was real, she just didn’t know any. However, she knew enough to insist I record every dream. And since arriving in Manhattan, this dream felt more like magic every night. To me, the queen’s appearance was real, and that made the warning real, too. 

It had taken a month to learn how to let the visions flow naturally and not ask questions. Each time I noticed another detail, the dream would stop, and I would wake. Watching the vision unfold without my participation took some real discipline. It was like watching a movie where you couldn’t talk to the screen.

Tasting the elixir took a week before I stopped waking at that experience. The flavor was so unique that the refreshing liquid flowing down my throat didn’t compare to anything I had ever eaten or drank before. I was constantly trying to find something to compare it to.

It took ten days after learning colors had sound before I could get past that lesson. What it really took was acceptance. After that segment, I saw colors everywhere. Threads surrounded people at work, each thread humming in its own frequency, combining to make a song that I could identify. I sat in my cubicle with my eyes closed, or on the bus to work, listening for the undercurrent of that hum instead of the sound of physical activity. Okay, I didn’t always hear it, but I didn’t stop trying.

Rather than ignore it, I finally just accepted the fact, even if I couldn’t talk to anyone about the magic that ruled my dreams, and now my life.

It had been a week since the dream-queen appeared in the mirrored sequence. I was already hoping for another lesson. I needed something tangible to help her. Something I could do in real life. After all, her dream was a cry for help: Save me. Save you.
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HESPERUS, MY LIGHT in the Dark – what are you trying to show me?

After the Rinse, I found the queen’s reflection in the mirror and read her lips as much as I heard her voice. Salvum me. Salvum te. At least now she was part of the sequence, and I was no longer startled at her appearance. I gave a nod of recognition and closed my eyes, expecting to shift into the room of sounds with colors swirling around me like an unwritten song. 

But tonight, I opened my eyes to a quiet darkness except for a softly glowing white rose with gilded edges positioned in my lap. I fingered the thornless rose, bringing the bloom to my nostrils to deeply inhale the fragrance. Granny loved roses and knew the varieties from their scent alone. This was a perfume I couldn’t identify.

Can you really smell something in a dream?

And of course, that question woke me.
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I GRABBED MY JOURNAL from the nightstand and started with my question: What was that fragrance? Was it a real rose? Not one I could recall seeing before. How could a rose help save the queen in my dreams?

Tonight, questioning the fragrance had taken me off course once again, and I still had no idea how to save the dream-queen, or what danger awaited both of us. Why did I need a rose that didn’t smell like a rose?

After every dream, there were always more questions than answers. No doubt it scared me, even if it felt like magic. Night after night, I tried to not question any part of my dream and just let it flow, although dream is not a good description, either. I have finally realized it’s part of a ritual: The Rinse, the Elixir, the Reflection. Then came the Warning, followed by the threads of colors and sounds. 

Now I have added The Rose.

It had to be magic! Not the ‘pull a rabbit out of my hat’ type of trick, but it was something I could apply to my everyday life.

I lay in bed with my eyes closed, trying to memorize the fragrance of that rose. It was different; unique. Something not rose-like. 

I breathed deep one more time to memorize the scent of that rose before pushing myself out of bed. Might as well get ready for work. It never hurt to be early.

––––––––
[image: ]


TODAY, EVERYONE HAD decided it was a good idea to walk to work. It was a dance maneuvering into the stream of pedestrians moving in the direction I needed to go. The chill was brisk, but the breeze was light, and my sweater was all I needed. That, and sunglasses – sunlight reflecting off the mirrored buildings could be blinding. 

The tide of people carried me along, automatically stopping or moving at the pedestrian crossings with everyone else. I wasn’t focused on my destination, just content to experience being in the city.

Even lost in my reverie, my feet stopped moving when an unfamiliar fragrance wafted my way. Not unfamiliar, indescribable. 

“Hey! Watch where you’re going!” There were a few more rude remarks aimed at me for turning against the flow of pedestrians to hunt the scent that brought my whole body to attention. 

That fragrance. 

The image of the gilded white rose tickled my memory, and I surveyed the area to find a cart on the corner overflowing with colorful bouquets. Drawn by the fragrances and color, I strode forward with anticipation. 

Flowers! Flowers! Flowers! 

The wagon was so full of color it looked like spring in September. Recalling the delicate scent from the rose-ritual in last night’s dream, I bent to smell each bouquet individually, trying to isolate the perfume that matched my memory. 

It was intoxicating. And frustrating. There must have been a hundred bouquets for sale. I was still searching for the right fragrance after smelling half the inventory.

“You must be looking for something specific,” the vendor finally said to me.

I straightened up and blinked a few times to clear my vision in the sunlight that radiated from behind him. My sunglasses were perched atop my head, but I didn’t want anything to filter my view. 

When he walked around from behind the cart, my breath hitched at how cute he was. His broad chest and brawny arms matched his tall height, and I thought him more of a, well, I don’t know. But not a florist!

“There was a rose in my dream,” I admitted freely, although I wasn’t sure why. I wasn’t experienced with flirting, but I might have added a bit of Texan to my accent. “I thought I caught the scent from the intersection.”

He raised an eyebrow and grinned, revealing a single dimple on the right side of his smile hidden under the shadow of his morning beard. “Smelled it in your dreams, did you? Let’s see.” He shuffled some boxes underneath the stand. “What do we have that dreams are made of?”

I watched, suspicious that he was making a show of finding something he didn’t have. Not that he was hard to watch. He was about my age, and more street savvy than I dreamed would appeal to me. But it did. Be still, my heart!

He tied his jet-black hair in a chonmage topknot, a samurai style, with the hair long on top and shaved on the sides, highlighting his strong facial features. His body was as ripped as his jeans, toned and muscular. 

The maroon hoodie had a Time Lords Academy patch on the back. He was a Whovian! And those hazel flecks in his deep brown eyes simply added to his out-of-this-world appearance. 

“Do you remember what this rose looked like, or only how it smelled?” His eyes held a tint of amusement and maybe something of a challenge.

I laughed. “I wouldn’t care what it looked like if it was the fragrance I remembered, which unfortunately is really hard to describe,” I admitted, feeling a little silly. “It’s, well, unusual. But in my dream, the rose was white with gilding on the petal tips and leaves. Got one of those back there?” I challenged him, knowing what I’d described was not like any rose I’d ever seen growing.

At my description, he cocked his head. His smile was lost for a moment as he studied me curiously. As much as his attention flattered me, I fidgeted under his scrutiny and glanced over my shoulder at the changing light. Work was waiting, so I only allowed myself one more pedestrian sequence before giving up the chase for my elusive fragrance. Besides, he was really hot!

Our staring contest was almost a standoff. Neither of us moved or looked away, but finally, I had to go. 

“It’s okay. I’d better get to work.” 

“Wait!” He stopped me with his smile. And that dimple. Then with some flourish, he reached inside his sleeve to pull out a silk-petaled white rose, tinged at the edges with gold. “Is this the fragrance in your dream?”

I grabbed for his hand to bring the flower to my nose and inhaled deeply. “That’s it! It’s perfect! Please sell it to me! What can I pay you?” 

“Just your name,” he told me, smiling at my touch to his hand. “I’m Char.”

The fire of a blush burned my neck and cheeks. “Hi, um, Char. Let me pay you for this.” 

He hadn’t released ownership of the rose, and his eyes held mine as firmly as his grip on the flower. “And you are ...”

“Marlowe.” My gaze dropped under his examination. Then his smile reappeared with that dimple as he released the rose into my hands.

“That’s all I need, Marlowe. My day is complete.” He winked and his hands shooed me toward the light. “Besides, you need to get to work.”

The light counted down the pedestrian time to cross, and I turned to go. “Alright, I do – but thanks! You’re sure I can’t pay you?”

Char laughed. “Go on! I would never charge you for something in your dream!”

Excited, I ran to the crossing amidst the crowd, inhaling the fragrance and looking behind me with each step while being pushed forward by the next throng of people. 

I took a last look before turning on the street to my office building, but the multitude of pedestrian traffic kept me from seeing anything other than a burst of color. I inhaled again, the fragrance a reinforcement of reality. 

My dream was real.
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​​Chapter 5

​​#2 Pencil and Charcoal
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A secret admirer?” Leisa watched as I emptied the pencil holder and dropped in the silk rose to display on my desk, secretly committing the amber flecks in Char’s eyes to another bank of memories, along with that dreamy dimple.

“I wish,” I laughed and held the rose to her nose. “The scent was so irresistible that I couldn’t resist. It was identical to the scent of the flower in my dream.”

“You know you can’t smell in your dreams, right?” Leisa chuckled to herself.

“Not true,” I insisted—holding the pencil holder closer to Leisa’s desk. “I don’t know how he created the exact fragrance, but he did.” I insisted again. “Smell this rose! It’s heavenly!”

Leisa rolled her chair closer and inhaled deeply from the rose in my possession. “Yes, I get it now. Shavings of #2 wood and charcoal lead. Deee-lightful!”

“That’s not how it smells!” Once more, I inhaled deeply, allowing the enigmatic aroma to saturate my senses, overwhelming any lingering scent of pencils that had previously occupied the plastic container. The rich perfumed oil of the rose filled the cubicle, its scent deep and distinct from any of Granny’s other perennials. “This fragrance is a little woody, kind of haunting, and you have to admit, it’s definitely unique.”

“Marlowe,” she rolled her eyes. “When you’re the only one smelling it, it can smell however you want.”

My brow furrowed in confusion. “You really don’t smell this?” 

Leisa laughed as she rolled away. “No, of course not. There’s nothing to smell. Maybe I should ask what that vendor told you it smelled like. Were you hypnotized?” She scrolled through her daily assignments, her attention dropped from my prize.

I inhaled one more time. There was no doubt in my mind the fragrance was a perfect match for my dream-memory. It wasn’t the vendor who did any hypnotizing. Well, maybe he flirted with me. I certainly hope so. Admittedly, I did most of the talking and I couldn’t describe how something smelled, so how had he gotten the fragrance perfect? And why couldn’t Leisa smell it?
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“THERE’S SALAD AND SANDWICHES left over from the creatives’ lunch.” Jon stopped by our cubicle early in the afternoon to inform us of the news with a full mouth and a grin. There was a half sandwich in one hand and tea in the other.

“Scavenger!” Leisa accused him. “Did you even leave us anything?” She jumped up and started towards the kitchen. “Marlowe?”

I waved. “Anything you can bring back.” This was pitch-time at the agency, and the creative and media teams usually worked through lunch and often dinners, although dinner leftovers weren’t available until long after I wanted to be home. 

Barnaby’s was working on their first national campaign; a creative concept and media buy for a new cereal produced by a health food chain. Winning this campaign would boost the small agency into national territory where we would be considered for a broader range of products. Every department was invested in the win.

Jon’s group was designing the packaging. The art team worked on the theme. Other creatives were writing copy for commercials and print ads. The media team was talking with print and electronic outlets for space and deadlines to break the market by spring. The decision was months away, and everyone worked like it was due tomorrow.

“Tuna,” Leisa announced as she put a plate on my desk.

“Yes! But it’s on a croissant!” I grabbed the sandwich and took a bite large enough to chew for a while as I worked. “Thank you.” This time, my mouth was full as I spoke, and Jon laughed as he walked away.

“You’re welcome!”

“I was talking to you,” I said to Leisa, glad not to spit the food out when we both laughed.

By the day’s end, I wasn’t as tired as my eyes. After looking at a computer screen for hours, feeling cross-eyed was a given. Stretching, I grabbed my purse from the bottom drawer and looked around the quiet office.

“I feel awful going home when they’re working late.”

“Don’t. They get paid handsomely for doing this!” Leisa put on her sweater and reached for her backpack. “Our job starts when theirs is done, and trust me, they’ll be at the bar while we’re still editing and researching. Ready?”

“G’night everyone!” I called out to the open office as we headed for the elevators together. A few hands went up and waved over the cubicle walls, and a few others grunted their obvious jealousy at our departure, but no one stopped us from getting into the elevator.

“Do you want to grab a drink?” Leisa asked. “I’ve got nothing on a Tuesday evening.”

It was only a consideration for half a second. All day I dreamed of walking by the corner where Char’s flower wagon had been, on the pretense of asking him why Leisa couldn’t smell his rose. “Nah, thanks. I want to get home before dark tonight.”

Leisa hid her disappointment with a smile. “Cool. I’ll catch you tomorrow then.” She brought a sweatshirt out of her backpack and pulled it over her sweater before hoisting the pack to her shoulder. “You’re gonna have to invest in a one of these,” she told me. “It’s obvious you’re not prepared for all contingencies!” 

I laughed and agreed, patting my tiny purse with lament. “It’s on my Christmas list.”

“You’ll need one sooner than that,” Leisa promised.

We split up at the lobby, and the moment I stepped outside I realized autumn was nipping at my shoulders. It made me wish for a jacket in my little purse. Texans weren’t used to these cooler temperatures. 

––––––––
[image: ]


NOW THAT OCTOBER WAS almost here, daylight faded quickly, especially behind the tall buildings. Most of the light on the streets came from store windows, and I was glad for the work crowd that shielded the chilly breeze that kicked up after the sun went down. 

I thought the flower cart was only a few blocks from the office, but apparently, I didn’t know my route as well as I thought. I couldn’t find him anywhere. Maybe Char had hypnotized me. I remembered those eyes well enough! Circling an extra block or two in each direction, I hoped to find the florist he worked for. Despite my efforts to find other scents, my nose only led me to the aroma of coffee, so I stopped at a nearby café for a hot meal. Soup du jour was my consolation prize. 

Evelyn’s was one of those diners with paper mats for kids to draw on and broken crayons arranged as a colorful centerpiece on the table. My order wouldn’t take long, so grabbing a crayon to doodle on the pad, I let my mind drift to Char and how his eyes twinkled when he smiled, or that dimple, and maybe a bit about how his toned body caught my attention. 

I made a promise to myself about dating anyone in the office where I worked – to not date, and I meant it. Except Char wasn’t someone I worked with, and I felt free to dream about him. Char. It was an unusual name, maybe short for Charlie, although I couldn’t imagine anyone calling him Charlie, or even Charles. 

I smiled, thinking of the insignia on his sweatshirt. Time Lords Academy. Doctor Who was one of the longest running British series on television, and I definitely knew enough to be considered a Whovian. We already had something in common. I was glad that Char asked for my name, but I was wishing he had asked for my number.

“Do you want to save that?” The waitress, or Evelyn, from her name tag, nodded to the drawing before she set the soup in front of me. I didn’t recognize the symbol I drew. Maybe it was from one of my dreams. Quickly folding the page into my purse, I made space for dinner.

“Thanks.” I inhaled the spicy concoction, lifting a spoon for the first taste. Right away, a drop spilled on the mat. Good thing I moved that drawing.

The zesty bean soup tasted like home, although I needed to redefine my definition of Home. Granny was no longer there, and there was no other family to lure me to Dallas for the holidays. Maybe that’s why the city seemed attractive to me. It was large enough to get lost in.

And the city is where I started dreaming.

Last night’s dream was more detailed than I normally recalled. Well, not so much detail as vividness. It was sharp enough that the fragrance led me to find the rose from my dreams. If my dreams were real and the queen needed saving, then why was I in danger? 

Save me. Save you.

On the walk home, I tried to recall as many details from last night as possible, losing myself replaying the dream like a movie in my mind. I made it home safely, but maybe I shouldn’t have been on the streets that late. A stranger leaned against the lamppost smoking a cigarette, although thankfully he didn’t bother me other than to watch closely as I slipped into the secured lobby of my apartment building. I’d seen him there before, and it bothered me how he always left after I arrived.  

Stepping out of the elevator on my floor, I breathed a sigh of relief, noting that all my neighbors were home, and from the blend of aromas, each of them was cooking dinner. 

Tonight, I was happy to relax in bed with the TV on and drift off to sleep early, wondering what I might discover in tonight’s dream. 

No matter how hard I tried to focus, my last thought was to dream of seeing Char again.

​​
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​Chapter 6

​​What the Heart Wants
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I knew I had dreamed because the symbol was fresh in my mind, but the design of fire-over-water was the only detail I could recall in the context of my dream. No surroundings, no vivid experience. I couldn’t even recall where in my dream it appeared. Not being much of an artist, I roughly sketched sigil before I forgot the details. 

Purple flames over blue waves of water on a white background with a squared gold border. Fire over water. Once I sketched it, I recognized the image from my dinner drawing.

Again, I woke with more questions than answers.

I was sure these dreams were real, although I didn’t know if they were drifting into my reality, or if reality was invading my dreams. 

What I knew was that if I closed my eyes, I could clearly recall the fragrant smell of that rose, and every memory of that gift reminded me of Char.

It shouldn’t have mattered as much as it did. I avoided relationships the entire time I was in college. Sure, I had friends, and occasionally even dates, but not a relationship. There was never someone so special that I could recall every outline of his face, every muscle hidden beneath his shirt, every amber fleck in his dark brown eyes. Maybe it was easier to dream about a mystery man than it was to date one.

Although the morning chill burned my cheeks, I continued the walk to work. Even confident in my direction of his flower wagon, I couldn’t find a cart of blooms like I’d seen yesterday. 

––––––––
[image: ]


I DROPPED INTO MY CHAIR at the office, clearly defeated.

“What? No roses today?” Leisa shrugged and held out a bagel slathered with cream cheese spread. “Maybe this will help. The creative team ordered in breakfast, but there were no croissants.”

“Thanks. It helps more than you know.” Chewing, I leaned over to smell the silk flower I’d gotten from Char and breathed in deeply. 

“So, do you still smell it today?” she wanted to know.

“And you still don’t?”

I did not understand why Leisa couldn’t smell that wonderful fragrance so strong it lingered in the air. As Jon walked by, I held the pencil-container vase out to him.

“Hey! Can you smell this?”

He looked puzzled, but he inhaled anyway. 

“Nothing special,” he shrugged. “Just plastic and pencils. Pretty flower, though.”

I rolled my eyes to Leisa. “Okay, I give up. Oh, and there’s bagels in the kitchen,” I said to Jon. 

“Thanks!” He flashed a smile before he dashed off.

But Leisa didn’t look happy, and as soon as I saw her frown, she turned away.

“What’s the matter? I believe you now when you say you can’t smell anything.”

“And you didn’t believe me before?” She huffed her reply without looking up.

I set the rose back on my desk and turned on my computer. “Well, you didn’t believe me when I said I smelled it. And I still do!” Her look told me that wasn’t the point. “What?”

Leisa booted up her computer. “I was going to tell him about the bagels,” she answered quietly.

My head shook as I put away my purse, distracted with thoughts of Char. And then it hit me. 

“You fancy Jon!”

Fast as lightning, she hushed me and looked around. “Keep it down, will ya?”

I sat back in my chair, stunned at the realization, and embarrassed I hadn’t noticed before. When Leisa started wearing makeup, I thought I might have influenced her fashion sense. Now I realized she was dressing to impress, and Jon was obviously her target. It felt awkward remembering how I bantered with him, trying to deflect what I thought might be his interest in me. What if he was interested in Leisa? 

Or what if he wasn’t?

That would not be my train of thought! Leisa was my best friend, and if she wanted to pursue Jon, I had to help in every way I could.  My expression softened, and my grin widened.

“Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me.”

“What should I do, Marlowe?” Leisa turned to me with desperation in her eyes. “I think about him all the time. Office romances are dangerous. They never work out.”

I agreed. Interoffice dating was at the top of my Never-Do-It list. 

Shrugging, I reminded her. “The heart wants what the heart wants.” 
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​Chapter 7

​​You Can Smell That?
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“YESSSS!!!”

Everyone heard the demonic roar from the conference room, shouted with abandon and echoed by a team of voices in agreement. 

“Yeah!” “Hurray!” ’Bout time!”

The door burst open, and Nicolas Barnaby strutted out, his top button was loosened, and the sleeves of his shirt rolled up, a stark contrast to the smart, GQ image he usually displayed. His tousled blonde hair was sticking out in every direction, making him look carefree and wild. I’d never seen him this happy, either.

“We are closing early today!” he announced to the entire floor of employees, now cheering in agreement. As the rest of the team gathered around him, the boss threw his hands on his hips and amended his announcement. 

“I take that back,” he smirked. “We are NOT closing early! We are moving the end of the day to Salty’s Pub, and everyone is required to be there.” The cheers doubled in volume, and Barnaby clapped his hands again for their attention. 

“The emphasis is that you are required to leave your computers here in the office – you know, for security,” he joked, seriously. “And the price of admission is your hearty congratulations to the creative team for their brilliant idea – which is NOT to be shared in public.” He turned to the team for their agreement. “And dinner is on me, as well as the drinks!”

“Oh, boy!” Leisa echoed the ovation. “I could use a hot meal tonight!” She reached for her phone to check the weather app, then grabbed her backpack to pull out a thicker hoodie. “Looks like it might rain. Did you bring something heavier?”

“I have an umbrella,” I proudly fished it out of a drawer it had called home since my arrival this summer. 

“That won’t do anything to ward off the chill,” she smirked. “But at least you’ll stay dry.” 

I could practically hear the inevitable statement looming ahead. “I know. I need a backpack.” 

She laughed, getting the contents of her own pack settled and secured. “What is your resistance? You always struck me as a person who likes to be prepared.”

Leisa was right. I was a Girl Scout at heart. But Granny was old school and taught me to carry everything in a lady’s purse, scoffing at those who needed an extra bag to carry belongings that should be left at home. As I pulled my sweater around me and tucked the umbrella under my arm, I knew I’d be shopping for a backpack sooner than Christmas.

It wasn’t a matter of money. Granny’s life insurance was a comfortable nest egg. But Granny had to die to give me that money, and I couldn’t bring myself to spend it. That’s why I had a budget. 

Suddenly, I realized my resistance was a matter of attitude, and Granny would have told me to change it. A backpack would better serve my current needs than a day-purse, and it was time I started living in the moment.

“You’re right about the backpack. Wanna shop with me on Saturday?”

Leisa’s eyes went wide in surprise, studying me for any amount of teasing that might follow. Nonetheless, I was serious. I needed to treat Leisa like the BFF I wanted to be for her. So, when she nodded, I nodded. And that sealed the deal. Shopping on Saturday.

Jon appeared at the doorway moments later. “Looks like I won’t be starving tonight, as previously predicted. Are you ladies ready?”

Pretending to search my drawer for something, I spoke without looking up. “You guys go ahead. I’ll catch up in a moment.”

In the sneaking glance I stole to Leisa, there was a world of gratitude in her smile. I gave a slight nod in Jon’s direction before I looked away.

“Okay.” Her voice quivered with excitement. “We’ll save you a seat at the bar.”

They were off to the elevators, and I sat back in my chair with a deep sigh. The office emptied quickly at the promise of free food and drinks. I knew it when the elevator doors closed with the last of the teams because finally there was silence in this otherwise active environment. Lifting the silk rose from the holder, I sighed, inhaling a fragrance so subtle and unique that only I seemed able to detect it.

Char’s flower cart seemed to have vanished into thin air, and despite my persistent searching, I couldn’t locate it again. The next vendor set up there had never heard of him and claimed to ‘own’ the corner for his pretzel kiosk. Char was as much of a mystery as this rose that only I could smell.

“You heard me say it was mandatory, right?”

I jumped with a loud gasp, my heart racing with surprise.

Nicolas Barnaby stood in the doorway, grinning. He was back in his suit jacket, minus his tie, giving him a rare, casual appearance. The dark colors of his jacket and shirt made his blonde hair even lighter, brushed astray with an absence of attention. 

When I finally calmed enough to acknowledge the boss, he stepped further into our cubicle. Barnaby was one of those hot shots who made his money quickly after graduation. His father’s wealth and status didn’t hurt, but Nicolas Barnaby wasn’t the type to let someone else’s influence win his deals, and the passion he had for his company was evident when I interviewed for the job. Nicolas Barnaby had the final say on who would join his team, and he interviewed me extensively.

“Are you okay?” he said in a tone softer than before. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” His smile was sincere, and his blue eyes twinkled with a touch of mischief.

I set aside the rose and shook my head, laughing. “I’m fine! You startled me, that’s all. I thought everyone was gone.”

He inhaled deeply, and with a curious look on his face, he moved closer to my desk. His hand reached for the pencil box that held the rose, but he stopped before touching it. “May I?”

A curious expression knitted my brow, and I nodded. He picked up the box that held the silk flower and sniffed lightly before setting it back on my desk with a single comment. “Nice.”

“You can smell that?” My amazement reflected in my question, and he studied me for a long moment.

“Of course,” he finally answered. “A little jasmine, a touch of lily. I said it was nice. Are you ready?”

It took a moment to realize he expected me to leave with him. Quickly, although probably not gracefully, I kicked out of my chair, grabbed my umbrella and purse, and told him yes. 

His eyes surveyed my attire, making me briefly self-conscious of my casual appearance. He motioned for me to follow him. A few steps later, I realized he was headed to his office. Thinking he’d forgotten something, I let him go inside privately, but he re-emerged carrying a zip up sweatshirt. 

“This will be more protection than your sweater, especially later tonight. There’s a cold front coming in. Maybe rain.”

“I, I ...”

Taking the umbrella from under my arm, he put it on a nearby desk and opened the jacket, holding it for me to slip my arms into the sleeves. 

“I can’t have you catching a cold before we’ve won this damn account. I need everyone in perfect form.”

He slipped the jacket over my shoulders and pulled the back down to straighten the fit, his hand brushing my backside in the action. The action felt unintentional, so I ignored the tingling sensation it left. 

“Thanks, boss.” I didn’t really know what to call him.

“Marlowe, right?” I nodded, surprised he remembered my name among the sea of his employees. “Just call me Nic,” he instructed. All I could do was nod as he nudged me towards the elevators with a light touch on my lower back. “Alright, Marlowe. Let’s go celebrate!”
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I KNEW WALKING INTO the bar alongside the boss would be gossip for tomorrow, and probably beyond, but when we walked through the door together, it felt like the entire staff of Barnaby’s went quiet for the duration of an in-breath, staring at us. 

Finally, Nic spotted the creative team, who all then shouted across the bar. “Nic!” 

And the moment passed.

His hand lingered on my back, and he leaned close to whisper in the now, loud bar. “Do you want a drink?”

I shook my head, catching the surprised expression on the faces of Leisa and Jon, and others at their table. “No, thanks. My friends have already ordered for me.”

He gently patted my arm. “We’re all friends here,” and winked. “And you’d better keep the jacket on. The bar is drafty tonight.”

Nic bounced away before my feet could move in the opposite direction. Leisa was at my side in a flash. 

“What just happened?” she demanded to know as she guided me towards our table. “Is that why you insisted on staying back?”

“No! No,” I assured her. “He double-checked that everyone was gone. Remember? Attendance is mandatory.”

She tugged on the jacket and cocked her head. “Is it also mandatory to dress in the boss’s alma mater?”

“This?” I tried to pull it around to identify the logo on the back. “No, he was concerned I’d catch a cold, you know, before we won the pitch.” It sounded as lame to me as it did to her, but we were now at the table and thankfully, Gene pushed a drink towards me.

“Leisa said your poison was tequila.” He grinned. Since Gene was the Art Director, his team worked closely with Jon’s. I didn’t know him well, although he was friendly in the office. His smile was a wicked grin, and his accent sounded part British. Everyone in New York had some kind of accent. Everyone but me.

Laughing, I accepted the drink.

“Every Texan has a weakness for tequila,” I assured him. “I think they put it in our baby bottles!”

The bar was a lively scene as I joined my new agency friends for the evening. Over the course of the night, people dropped by the table to introduce themselves and ask about my connection to Nic outside of work. I also noticed not everyone felt comfortable calling him by his first name. I gave as little information as possible, hoping to slow the gossip train before it left the station.

As the evening grew long, tequila shots appeared without requesting them from the waitstaff. I wasn’t the only one who noticed Nic across the room as he gave a salute in my direction and downed a shot. 

Gossip be damned. I accepted the challenge and foreswore the lime in a stance of True-Texan, throwing back the latest tequila shot with a laugh. Leisa’s hand slapped my thigh under the table as a warning. 

“It’s time to call it a night,” she admitted to everyone, and turned in my direction in particular. “I might be late in the morning if I don’t leave now and get some sleep. Are you ready?” she asked with an encouraging tone in her voice.

Tonight was the most fun I’d had since moving to the city. I met what felt like the entire office, with food and drink, plenty! It was definitely time to leave. As I slid off the barstool with a slight unsteadiness, Gene’s hand caught mine in support.

“Hey, girl. Are you okay?” 

Embarrassed, I shook myself free and sobered quickly. “I’ll be fine. I only live a few blocks from here.” 

“Are you sure?” Gene leaned close to ask. “I’d be happy to take you home.”

“Thanks, but that’s unnecessary.” I put my hand on his arm. “It’s literally four blocks from here. Driving would take longer.” Gene cocked his head, but he didn’t push his point. 

Leisa said goodnight to Jon, and we walked out arm in arm, and as we got to the door I whispered, “Did you enjoy yourself?”

She giggled, and with a light hug, she admitted, “Best night ever!”

We said our goodbyes outside after I assured her, I was fine. She promised the same before turning in the opposite direction and merging into the flow of people that were always moving in this city. 

I zipped the jacket and drew up the hoodie. Situating the purse across my body for security, I was glad I didn’t need the umbrella. It would have hindered my sight this late in the evening. But not once did I consider a taxi, as it really was only a 10-minute walk.

“I’d feel better if you’d let me take you home at this hour.”

After a single second filled with a hundred nervous heartbeats, I turned around to see Nic drop his phone into his pocket. “The next silver SUV coming around the corner will be for us.”

He slipped his hand to my lower back and gently pushed me forward on the sidewalk. I resisted, but he wouldn’t yield. 

“It’s just a short walk from here,” I assured him, turning to make my way. “I’ll be home before you will.”

The car pulled up to the curb, and he nodded his agreement. “I’m confident you will, too,” he said. “Because I’m going to make sure you get there.”

The driver unlocked the door from the inside and before I could protest again, I was sitting in the back seat with Nic. He didn’t press me for conversation, other than a question for the driver of my address and the chance to confirm I’d had plenty to eat, “because I know you had plenty to drink!” He laughed, and mocked a tequila shot sequence with a cute imitation of a sour lime ending. 

I laughed at his puckered lips and squinting eyes.

“Yes, and thank you for the drinks. You didn’t need to send anything extra to the table. You were already picking up the tab.”

We arrived quickly at my apartment building, and I jumped out of the car before the driver or Nic could come around to open the door. Shrugging off his jacket, I quickly pushed it into his hands, finally noticing the Cambridge coat of arms on the back. He took it, even though I realized I probably should have cleaned it first, but I wasn’t fast enough to get it back from him.

“I hope I didn’t spill anything on it,” I apologized. “I’m happy to have it cleaned.”

“Not a chance.” He pulled it further out of my reach. Lifting the sweatshirt to his face, he inhaled deeply. “Smells great. A little jasmine, a touch of lily. I’ll never wash it again.”

Embarrassed, and hopeful the darkness would hide my blush, I stepped on to the sidewalk, letting the car door close. His window powered down smoothly, and Nic smiled.

“I know you won’t let me walk you to the door like a proper gentleman, but I’m going to sit here until I see you are safely inside.”

I forced myself to turn towards the door, and I swear I could feel his eyes watching every move I made. Once I was behind the locked common door of the lobby, I waved, and even through the glass I heard him tell me, “Good night, Marlowe.”
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I LAID IN BED WITH my eyes wide open, reviewing the evening’s memories. Dreams were hard to come by if you couldn’t sleep. And I couldn’t sleep! 

Was Nic really flirting with me? He supplied tequila shots throughout the night, but he’d sent enough for the table. And he gave me his jacket to wear, but that was just for tonight, so I wouldn’t catch a cold. I tried to convince myself that the ride home was good timing. He was leaving. I was there. Not offering would have been rude. But what about smelling the jacket when I returned it? That was a joke, right? And why could he smell the rose at my desk when no one else could detect any fragrance? Jasmine and lily. That was definitely the combination, even though I hadn’t properly identified the fragrance until he mentioned each scent.

Thinking of the rose brought my thoughts around to Char. And how could I feel guilty about that? The only thing I knew about Char was his name. Laughing with Nic almost felt like two-timing Char. Oh, man! NO. I could not be dreaming about someone I didn’t know and couldn’t find.

And then – dreaming ... My thoughts twisted to the ritual of remembering. The elixir in the golden basin. The threads of colors and sounds. The fire over water design. The rose.

And now I was back to thoughts of Char. Again.

What was wrong with me?

​
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​Chapter 8

​​Not a Date!
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The cool sensation as my hands cupped the sides of the golden bowl confirmed I was in the dream. After my whispered words of gratitude for the lesson I was about to receive, my hands dipped into the effervescent elixir, splashing the liquid magic over every pore on my face and licking my lips for the sweet aftertaste. I raised my head and gazed into the gilded mirror. The dream queen nodded to me. Her volet-blue eyes crinkled at the edges with a knowing smile.

Silken robes draped from her shoulders in a smooth flow, and her pearlescent crown pulsed with life. When our eyes met, she closed hers. And when I closed mine, I was in her Memory.
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HE SOUNDED EXCITED. “You’re doing it!”

I didn’t need to open my eyes to know what he was excited about. The colorful threads were still visible to me, woven together, but not finished, not completed. If I couldn’t seal them off, the rose would disappear.

This morning, I manifested a white rose – brought it right out of the ethers. I watched it take shape from nothing. Well, not from nothing. It was formed from the universal energy around us, and it was beautiful. The petals were gilded in gold, as were the leaves. Except that I hadn’t gotten the fragrance right. It was more jasmine than rose. 

I was trying to isolate the colorful thread that held a rose fragrance, certain I could find it. But I’d been trying all morning and finally, exhausted, I released the threads weaving my creation together. My eyes opened in time to watch it disappear.

“Why did you let go?” He leaned closer and took my hands in his. “It was beautiful.”

“But it didn’t smell like a rose,” I complained. 

His hand cupped my cheek, blushing and heated with exertion. “Of course not,” he told me, tweaking my chin. “Because you smell like jasmine and lily.”

“I do?”

At the sound of the queen’s question and the feeling of her surprise, I woke with a jolt and immediately grabbed my journal from the side table and began to write.
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“WHAT’S WRONG WITH YOU today?” Leisa eyed me suspiciously. “Did you get home okay last night?”

The last thing I needed to explain to anyone in this office, including my best friend, was how the boss made sure I got home alright. I saw last night how many believed I might use my friendship with Nic to get ahead. Innuendo was already circulating like a dark gray cloud.

“I’m fine. I didn’t sleep well.” It was mostly true. I didn’t want to explain the reason I slept poorly any more than I wanted to explain about getting home last night. “I just need more coffee.”

The disappointment of not finding any clues to Char’s flower cart, and the embarrassment of Nic’s attention, had everything off-balance this morning. That was until Leisa handed me a croissant scavenged from an earlier breakfast delivery. I hoped my smile conveyed the ultimate gratitude for our friendship, especially since I wouldn’t navigate outside our cubicle this morning, even for coffee. I didn’t want to admit my fear of bumping into Nic in the communal kitchen. 

The rose on my desk was the beginning of my morning routine. The deep inhale brought back the memory of meeting Char, and instantly, receiving the rose was at the forefront of my mind. That memory linked to last night’s dream when the queen was surprised at being told she smelled like jasmine and lily. Just like my rose.

Thinking of the queen brought the warning to mind: Save me. Save you. I remembered how it sounded in the dream, in Latin, but I tried not to dwell on the second half of her prediction. Save me; save you, which meant me.

I still didn’t know what I needed saving from. That small sliver of a question completely unnerved me, and I was happy to bury my nerves in the many projects at work for the rest of the day. Head down; productivity up. All these threads were tying me into knots.

Working late resulted from my discipline to get-it-done before I left each day. Leisa was invited to have drinks with Jon’s team, so I offered to finish her assignment as well. When I finally called out my goodbyes and left for the evening, I had no idea it was raining outside until I stepped off the elevator into the lobby. Great. If I had checked my weather app, I could have grabbed the umbrella from my desk drawer. If I went back, there was no guarantee someone would hear me knocking on the door.

The bus that stopped didn’t have a square inch of room for another passenger, and the next option wouldn’t be for another 45-minutes. I could be home by then. Lifting the hood of my jacket, proud I had enough awareness to wear a coat this morning when I left the apartment, I stepped into the chilly patter of rain. There were only a few pedestrians, so I could hurry down the street without too much fear of running into someone. 

And run is what I tried to do.

Honking horns were a constant symphony in the city, and I paid no attention to them until the door opened and someone called my name. I recognized the silver SUV that Nic used for transportation, and for once, I climbed in with appreciation.

“Oh, I’m sorry!” The rain had drenched me. “I’m getting water all over your leather seats!”

“Not a problem.” Nic laughed and accepted a towel from the driver and started wiping down the arms of my jacket. “Are you okay? It’s coming down pretty hard.”

Embarrassed, I took the towel from him and began mopping up the seats. I made an apologetic smile to the driver for the mess in his car, but he smiled and locked his eyes forward.

Nic pulled the towel from my hands in a game of give-and-take to finish wiping my coat dry. “Let’s take care of what’s important here,” he smirked, and turned me around to dry my back and hood.

His strokes were long and pressing, as though he was memorizing my figure from the outside of my jacket. Ignoring the action, it was still nice to be in a warm, dry car. Was the seat heated?

“You must have been working late,” Nic observed, and his drying actions moved to my shoulders. “For that, I owe you dinner.”

“That’s unnecessary.” I sat up straight and took the towel from his hands, which was now more wet than my jacket. He grinned at our banter, obviously expecting my refusal. My head was shaking, his was nodding.

“I will be happy to take you home,” he said, “but I was on my way to dinner, and you’ll have to wait until I’ve eaten. Since that’s the case, you should join me.”

“Nic. That’s unnecessary.” My mind was reeling toward the next round of office gossip, and in the back of it I could hear Leisa calling me a hypocrite for interoffice dating, especially after cautioning her about Jon. That kind of speculation was not what I wanted. “I’m not dressed for a dinner. I look like a drowned street rat!”

“You look great. And you haven’t eaten because you were working for me, so That’s. That. We’re going to dinner. If it will make you feel better, I’ll ask them to sit us somewhere private.”

And that did not make me feel better! Just the thought of sitting in a dark corner with Nic brought shivers. And my problem, my real problem, was that I didn’t know what kinds of shivers those were.

“Alright,” I tried to sound reluctant, but I was happy for the distraction, and maybe even the company. “I’ll join you for dinner, but I’ll pay for my own. This is not a date.”

“Of course it’s not a date,” he sat back smugly. “I’m sure you would have worn heels for that.”

I squinted a frown at him, even though I could tell he was teasing. He laughed and tossed the wet towel onto the floorboard.

Nic was a true gentleman, and his confidence made him easy to be around. He might have been older than me, but it wasn’t too old not to take his flirtations seriously. 

I don’t believe in office romance. They never end well, especially if it involves the boss. I leaned back in the seat beside him and tried to relax before we arrived at the restaurant. This wasn’t a date!
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UPLANDS was an upscale restaurant, that was easy enough to determine from the entrance. We pulled under the awning and Nic put his hand on my thigh to prevent me from letting myself out of the back seat. The passenger side was closest to the entrance, but I waited for Nic to come around and open the door for me.

With a bad-boy grin on his face, he reached inside the car for my hand and then wrapped it around his arm when I exited. The driver closed the door with a push of some button after we walked away, and I realized I’d never heard him speak.

The entrance doors opened automatically at our approach and warm air, loud music, and the aroma of deliciously cooked food wafted out to greet us.

“Good evening, Mr Barnaby.” The maître’d greeted us immediately. “Your table is ready.”

“Could we sit in the Fellow’s Hall? A minor change of plans,” Nic confided, and then smiled at me.

“Of course, sir. Whatever you wish.”

I winced when Nic handed my jacket to the coat valet, knowing that the droplets falling from it would be a hazard on the highly polished marble entry. Under his own long wool coat, which he also left with the valet, Nic dressed impeccably, as always, in some designer brand or custom suit and tie. And he wore that elegance like it was jeans and a tee shirt.

I had to admit, Nic looked sharp. Black always accented his blonde hair, and the rain kinked his short curls into mismanagement. He ran his fingers through them and gave me a wink when he caught me looking, taking my arm to sidestep the water danger on the floor. 

Although I opted for comfort over style, I still looked fashionable in black pants and my cute wool sweater adorned with a colorful design. But surrounded by designer dresses and suits at Uplands, I couldn’t help but feel out of place. 

It was still happy hour, and the conversation at the crowded bar was loud, even over the music. Nic gripped my hand, not allowing me to pull free, and we followed the maître’d through the restaurant. He waved to friends in the dining room who called out as we passed through. Obviously, he ate here often.

The Fellows Hall was large enough to hold a party; tonight, only the two of us occupied it. The maître’d led us to a table close to a burning fireplace, and for that warmth, I was thankful. 

Nic pulled out my chair, consistent with his old school manners, and I sat, intent on enjoying my meal. The staff was waiting to serve us, loitering in the empty room as though we were their only job for the evening. As soon as Nic was seated, there was bread on the table and the bar staff was ready for our order.

“Tequila still your poison?” he tried to confirm.

I don’t usually drink during the week, but tonight I needed to relax, and fast. “Margarita on the rocks.”

“That’s my girl!” Nic laughed. “I’ll have the same. Top shelf.”

“Of course, sir.”

Of course.

Nic reached for a hot roll from the basket on the table and buttered it, handing me one half. I sighed and lowered my barriers to enjoy the evening. I could tell from the gleam in Nic’s eye when I took the roll that he realized my surrender.

“Come here often?” I used the standard opening.

He popped the bread in his mouth and grinned. “It’s not like I cook much at home,” he admitted. “How about you? Do you like to cook?”

At that question, I laughed out loud. My reputation was solid there, and it was bad! 

“Not really,” I admitted. “My grandmother had a sign in the kitchen that said: DINNER WILL BE READY WHEN THE SMOKE ALARM GOES OFF.” I rolled my eyes when he chuckled. “That about sums up my talent in the kitchen.”

“I’m sure you have other talents.”

Oh, Nic. I wish you hadn’t gone there so soon. Now, it was back to being awkward. He could sense it, but he sat back, content with making me uncomfortable.

“What I meant to say,” he casually restarted the conversation, “is that I hired you because of your talents.”

My head cocked in disbelief. Me, among a hundred employees, not to mention a thousand applicants.

“Really,” he insisted. “Your cover letter was compelling. Anyone can fill out an application, and most
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