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Chapter One
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July 1999

Heather walked through the Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport in a broken daze thinking about the Caribbean cruise where she spent the most glorious three weeks with Stuart—a man she had loved since she was seventeen. She wondered now if Stuart had figured out by her letter her true identity, and she also wondered that if perhaps she had been honest with him about who she really was then maybe she would have been spared this heartache.

Was it the right choice to lie to him? At the time, she thought that if he didn’t know that she was the young girl he had watched grow as a dear mentor that he would fall in love with her. After he had fallen in love with her, then she would have told him the truth. In the end, Stuart didn’t fall in love with her, and now, if he figured out her cryptic letter, he knew who she really was.

Right now, all Heather could think was that she had been a terrible fool. How long would this grief be with her? Would she ever truly be able to let him go and move on with her life—to pick a new direction?

Tears escaped her eyes as she pictured the way Stuart appeared that morning—so peaceful in sleep. A few more tears cascaded down her cheeks as she thought about how beautiful he was in body and spirit. She knew she would never forget these past three weeks. If she lived a hundred years, she’d never forget the glory of Stuart and how it had been between them.

As Heather walked on the straight escalators from her gate to baggage claim, she remembered Stuart’s first kiss. Heather’s heart ached, and fatigue pressed in on her. Though she flew first-class and there was plenty of space and impeccable service, she just wanted the flight to be over.

I must let Stuart go. Otherwise, I’ll never be whole. It’s over between us. He doesn’t love me. If he did love me, he would have said so after I said it. I was probably no more than a diversion. He never promised me anything past the cruise. He often said, “We have these three weeks. That’s all I’ll ask of you.”

Heather did her best to hold back the sobs that wanted to rip out of her. I need to forget him, but oh, God, I wish I wouldn’t have to. How will I ever move past this moment? Oh, God, help me. Help me!

Heather followed the signs to baggage claim. She felt bone weary—no sleep combined with desperate heartache. All Heather wanted to do was stop and not move to the next moment because the next moment would be one more moment apart from him. Each step felt laborious. She wiped tears away with the back of her hand, but she didn’t want to break down completely.

She thought about Gabe, who was waiting for her in baggage claim. She decided for her own sanity that she would do her best to fall in love with him. Gabe deserved her full heart, and, in time, she believed she could give it to him. She had to let go of the past—her time with Stuart—and embrace the new day. No matter how much it hurt to stop loving Stuart, that was what she must do.

Heather walked into baggage claim and saw Gabe standing beside the carousel. He was looking past her and didn’t see her. Heather’s heart caught looking at him. She studied his handsome, young features. Gabe’s dark-brown hair—nearly black—was thick, wavy, and perhaps a bit too long. He tended to run his fingers through it, which made it messy. It was a habit Heather often teased him about.

He still hadn’t seen her, so she continued to look at him. She had to admit Gabe was an incredibly handsome man. He was broad with well-defined, big muscles from lifting weights. He ran nearly every day—outside in the spring, summer, and fall. He ran on a treadmill during the winter months in the gym where he lifted weights.

Heather wondered if it would be possible to see him as more than her best friend. She loved him, and maybe she could fall in love with him. Gabe would be faithful to her, and there would be no ghost of another woman between them. He’d give her his full, undivided heart. She knew Gabe would be safe, and he would never break her heart. Gabe is uncomplicated. Stuart’s walls had been impossible to break through, but Gabe doesn’t have any walls. He says what he thinks. There isn’t any mystery to him. He’s direct and an incredibly faithful man.

She remembered when he was twelve years old when his mother had died of breast cancer. Gabe could have easily become bitter. Instead, he leaned into his faith that deepened as the years went on. Gabe knew his own mind and had always been a determined person. He was also fun, cracking jokes at the perfect time. Gabe was charming, kind, generous, and altogether a wonderful person. If Heather could choose who she would be in love with, she would choose to be in love with Gabe. Life with him would be simple.

Even though he continued to look around baggage claim to find her, he still hadn’t seen her. Can I choose to feel more love for Gabe than I feel now and let go of Stuart? I do love Gabe. He’s my best friend. I know him well, and he knows me. I couldn’t imagine a life without him. When he kissed me the times we went out, I enjoyed it. I would enjoy it again.

Can I fall in love with Gabe? I’m in love with Stuart right now but staying in love with him would hurt too much. I love Gabe and have for a long time. Is what I feel for him enough? I was physically attracted to him before. I probably can be again. In time, Stuart will be a memory—a bitter-sweet memory. Gabe is my today and tomorrow. Stuart must be my yesterday. I must let Stuart go. Oh, God, help me! I’m so very confused!

Gabe’s gaze shifted onto her. A smile quickly formed on his ruggedly handsome features, and Heather’s tears began to fall even more. Heather walked straight into his arms, putting hers around his waist. His arms draped over her shoulders, and Heather’s tears fell in earnest. She buried her face in his chest and sobbed, taking the comfort Gabe offered. He made her feel safe. He was home and as familiar as breathing.

She felt confused. She felt passion and love for Stuart, but he didn’t love her back. Gabe loved her. He hadn’t said it yet in words, but his eyes said it countless times. In many ways, Gabe suited her more than Stuart did. Gabe was her age and understood her. They often spent hours talking and laughing. He never made her cry.

“Princess, what’s all this about?” Gabe asked in his deep voice, continuing to hold her close.

Heather didn’t know what to say. She pulled back and met Gabe’s tender gaze. Her heart ached to see his love for her in it. She vowed she’d make him happy—she’d dedicate her life to doing just that.

“My itty-bitty Princess, did you miss me this much?” He grinned down at her.

Heather smiled through her tears. She reached up and laid her palms against his cheeks. “Kiss me,” she said softly.

Gabe looked surprised before he leaned down to press his lips to hers. It was a gentle kiss full of hopeful promises, and it made her feel safe and cherished.

Gabe looked in her eyes and smiled. “I’m glad you’re back, and I’m glad you called me to pick you up. I’ve missed you.”

Heather nodded. “I missed you, too.” It wasn’t a lie, because whenever she felt troubled about whether-or-not she should love Stuart, thoughts of Gabe were right there with her. She also knew if she walked away from Stuart, Gabe would be right there waiting.

Gabe grinned. “How was the Caribbean? What is swimming in the ocean like?”

An unbidden memory of kissing Stuart in the Atlantic on a beach in St. Maartin pressed its way to the fore of her mind. She remembered her legs wrapped around him as he held his hips to hers. She forced the memory back. “The ocean is beautiful and warm. The Caribbean is as close to paradise anyone can imagine.”

Gabe captured Heather’s lips again. The kiss sealed her decision. What she had with Stuart was over—final, gone. Her love for him would only be a noose around her neck to strangle her, and then she would be swiftly sent to Hell. She had to stop her feelings for Stuart and love another. Loving Gabe would not be foreign. She was almost in love with him before, and if she let herself, she could fall in love with him completely.

Gabe pulled back. Passionate awe was written all over his expression. Heather could tell by the insistent pressure of his hips against hers how much he had been stirred by their kissing. He bent his head and kissed her some more. Heather willed herself to think only of him. She wanted to be honest when she kissed him back, trying to put her full heart into it. Gabe deserved her only thinking of him.

As Gabe kissed Heather, he was at one and the same time swept up and uncertain. That morning, Gabe had laid abed trying to sort through his confused feelings. He had loved Heather to distraction since he was seventeen. He had been too afraid to pursue her romantically because he hadn’t been sure if she would return his feelings. It was only a short time ago that he had the courage to move their relationship in a deeper direction.

However, while Heather was gone on her cruise, Gabe had for three nights taken Elisa, another dear friend, to Music in the Park at Lake Como. The first night he had asked her to go with him was as one friend to another. The next week when he entered the bakery where she worked to walk with her to Lake Como, she had been wearing a sleeveless white sundress that accented her soft beauty.

Before that night, Gabe never noticed how utterly beautiful she was. Elisa’s gentle personality always spoke out to him—especially when she helped take care of his baby twin sisters while his mother lay dying. He could trust her with his sad feelings those weeks while he watched the most important person in his life slip away. Elisa held a special place in Gabe’s heart.

But this night, when he beheld her, he saw how truly lovely she was in form too, but it wasn’t just her beauty that had captivated him—it was her kind and caring presence. With her, he was able to honestly talk about his emotions. Simply put, with her he felt safe, and when he kissed her, he felt as if he were coming home. It wasn’t erotic desire—not a flame, but a gentle, tender stream.

And now, holding Heather in heated passion sent confusion rocketing through him. The firestorm of her kisses blazed in him. He didn’t feel like he was coming home like he did with Elisa. Instead, he felt erotic desire. It gripped him hard in the gut to hold her like this. She was responding to his embrace like she never did before. He was painfully aroused as he kissed her. His want of her grew and grew until he couldn’t think past the wanting. She was just as passionate as he in this embrace. Her returning the heat turned up his heat.

Feeling the curves of her waist and hips stirred him up. She was a drug, and all he wanted was . . . more.

Passion.

Want.

Desire.

A flame burned within him.

His body decided for him.

Not able to take any more of this enflamed torture, he pulled back and looked in her eyes. “God, how I love you, Heather!” Gabe took his lips from hers. “Oh, God, Princess, you drive me wild, but we’re in the middle of baggage claim.”

Already missing her body, he released her. He forced a grin. “So, let’s get your bags, and I’ll take you home.” Gabe set her back down on her feet. A dazzled grin curved his lips. “Which ones are yours?”

Heather scanned over all the bags going around the carousel. When she saw her suitcases, she pointed. Gabe easily lifted them. He put the heavy bag over his shoulder and pulled up the handle on the rolling suitcase. “Ready?”

Heather watched Gabe easily take her luggage that had been too heavy for her out of the trunk of his Dodge Stratus. He began walking toward her apartment building with his long gate. Heather didn’t even bother trying to keep up with him. All she wanted to do was take a nap.

Noticing Heather had fallen way behind him, Gabe turned and smiled. “Sorry, Heather. I should have waited for you.” Then he grinned and teased, “You’re slow.”

Heather rolled her eyes and teased back, “No, you’re fast. Your legs are longer than mine.”

Gabe gave her an obvious onceover.

Heather watched a hungry look fill Gabe’s eye and blushed as she glanced down and realized that morning she had donned the red, clingy, spandex, short dress she wore the first night Stuart danced with her and took off her not long after that.

“You know, Princess, my legs might be longer, but yours are so much better to look at.”

Heather’s blush heightened at Gabe’s wolfish, roaming eyes and the grin tugging at his lips.

“Gabe, you’re a total flirt.”

“Just with you,” Gabe said with all seriousness. His eyes trailed the length of her again. “Do you know how utterly beautiful you are?”

This was the first time Gabe ever commented on her appearance, and Heather didn’t know how to respond.

Gabe grinned. “Have I made you speechless?”

Heather rolled her eyes. “Gabe, you’re terrible!”

Gabe’s grin broadened as he gave her another onceover. “You look like you should go out dancing.”

A memory of dancing with Stuart in the night club and his first kiss clung to her mind. She did her best to keep smiling. “Dancing sounds fun,” she answered, trying to seem natural.

“Well then, I should take you dancing—as long as you wear that dress.” He grinned wolfishly at her again.

“Gabe, you’re going to be a minister,” she rejoined in mock outrage.

“Ministers can dance, too.” Gabe set down the luggage and took her hand. He put an arm around her waist and drew her close. He began to dance with her. Going along with it, Heather allowed him to lead her. He held her close and brushed his fingers over her knuckles. He then lifted her hand, and Heather twirled around. He drew her close and then leaned down to brush his lips to hers softly. He pulled back and looked in her eyes. “So, you’ll go dancing with me sometime?”

“If you stop making a scene here.”

Gabe chuckled, kissed her lightly again, released her, and picked up her bags. He matched her pace as they walked to the door of her apartment building.

“I need to get my keys out of my bigger purse in the shoulder bag.”

“Why’d you put them in there? What if the airline lost your bags?”

“I didn’t think about that.”

“Why not?”

“I just didn’t want to carry it.”

“Too heavy?”

Heather rolled her eyes. With the large bag still on Gabe’s shoulder, she opened it and got her purse. She draped her purse over her shoulder then zipped the bag back up.

Gabe leaned down and breathed her in. “Heather, you even smell beautiful.”

Heather grinned. “Flatterer.”

Gabe grew serious. “Only with you.”

Heather didn’t know what to say. She just stared up at Gabe, taking in his earnest, handsome features. She could see in his eyes he deeply loved her. I want to love him back. Gabe’s uncomplicated. He acts naturally around me. He could make me happy if I give him a chance. Can I love him and forsake all others? God, I hope I can.

Gabe grinned. “Have I made you speechless again?”

Here with her teasing friend, she knew how to respond. “Gabe, you’re terrible.”

“Are you going to open the door, or are we going to stand here all day?”

Gabe’s teasing banter amused Heather. She dug in her purse for her keys. Heather didn’t generally carry a big purse, preferring her small one with a long strap she could wear over one shoulder and across her body. It held her wallet, some lipstick, and her cellphone. Usually, she clipped her keys to her purse, but this morning she forgot. Heather dug in her larger purse for her keys, pushing aside her makeup, a packet of Kleenexes, her hairbrush, and other odds and ends.

“Is that purse a black hole?” Gabe commented as Heather continued to dig in it.

“Oh, shut up!” Heather said playfully. “Here they are.” She pulled out her apartment building key, fit one into the lock, and held the door open for Gabe, who easily managed both the rolling suitcase and her large bag. They walked down the hall to Heather’s first-floor apartment. Her large purse fell off her shoulder. “This is why I don’t carry a big purse.”

Gabe chuckled. “Even a purse is too big for my itty-bitty Princess.”

Heather rolled her eyes, shifted her purse over her shoulder, and fit her key in the lock.

She opened the door and waited for Gabe to go before her.

“It’s stuffy in here,” Gabe remarked.

“The windows haven’t been open in two weeks. What do you expect?”

“It’s too hot out to open the windows, so turn on the air,” Gabe said over his shoulder as he carried Heather’s luggage to her bedroom.

Heather smiled at Gabe’s command. She appreciated the fact he spoke his mind, and now that he told her he loved her, she expected Gabe to speak his mind even more.

Heather went to turn on the window air conditioner to the highest setting. She walked around her tidy, single-bedroom apartment. Nothing was out of place, though she could see dust on her bookshelves and end tables.

“Man! Do you like pink!” Gabe said as he came out of her bedroom. “A man could get lost in all this pink.”

“Well, it’s a woman’s apartment,” she rejoined. “Pink is my favorite color.”

“I think I prefer red.” Gabe gave her another obvious onceover and grinned.

Heather turned away from Gabe so he wouldn’t see the emotion that stirred in her with his comment. Stuart preferred red, too. She swallowed back tears. She walked to the window overlooking the apartment building’s pool. She did not want to cry.

Heather felt Gabe wrap his arms around her from behind. She felt his nose burying in her hair. She listened to him breathing her in and placed her hands over his, hoping one day she would care for him as deeply as he cared for her.

“What would my Princess like to do now?”

Without thinking about word choice, she said, “I want to go to bed.”

“You want to go to bed with me?” Gabe chuckled.

Heather blushed. “Well, no.”

“I’m hurt.”

“Gabe, I need a nap!”

Gabe laughed. “I like your first idea better.” He brushed her hair away from her neck and kissed it.

Heather closed her eyes on the pleasant sensation. She felt encased and secure in Gabe’s love, and how she yearned to return it one day.

“Seriously, Gabe. It was a long flight. I didn’t sleep last night, and I’m beat.”

Gabe kissed her neck lingeringly. “Why didn’t you sleep?”

Immediately, Heather’s mind pictured Stuart in peaceful slumber and how she watched him, memorizing every one of his face’s and body’s features. She closed her eyes on the pain that filled her, and tears sprung to her eyes. Around the lump in her throat, she said, “I just couldn’t sleep.”

Heather felt Gabe’s lips on her neck. Then he pushed aside the fabric by her shoulder and kissed her there, too. Though his kisses were pleasant and did stir desire in her, Heather honestly didn’t know what to feel. Gabe was an incredibly attractive man and had many qualities a woman would want, but she was not yet in love with him no matter how much she wished she was. Time—it will take time.

Heather leaned more into Gabe, wishing his lips would evoke even more passion. She wanted to feel blinding need for him because he deserved no less, but only physical pleasure stirred in her. Heather turned in his arms and dove into Gabe’s desire-filled, deep-brown eyes. Gabe dipped his head and kissed her. A purely physical reaction awoke in her as she kissed him back.

Gabe felt his Princess in his arms just as he had always imagined her. His fantasies never came close to reality. Her beauty captivated him. She smelled beautiful, and with each kiss he desired her more. Unable to take any more of this incredible torment, he took his lips off hers and pressed her head to his chest. He felt his pulse racing, and every part of him felt overwhelmed with wanting. He felt her full breasts pressed to his body. His arms were around her small waist.

The flame burned bright and hot again.

Gabe knew he had to settle back on earth, even though he wanted a glorious release of his passion, he was reminded of his faith. He couldn’t do this to God. What he wanted warred with all his moral conviction. Of late his morals had been slipping. First with Elisa, and now more desperately so with Heather.

His faith held too much importance to him, and no matter how much he felt tempted to take things several steps closer to fulfillment, he wouldn’t do it right now. He simply held her as his heart found a more natural rhythm. He longed for her more with each touch, and soon, if she let him, he’d make her his because the fierceness of the attraction he felt for her had decided him.

He pressed a kiss to the top of her head and breathed her in again. Wanting his heavenly Princess in this way would be torturous until he married her. He felt unsure of what her answer would be if he asked her now, so he held himself back. When certainty filled him that she yearned for him just as much as he yearned for her, he’d ask her.

Being married would be complicated because he had four years of seminary ahead of him, and she had medical school and residency. He wondered when the right time would be. He knew marriage to be doable, but Gabe had no way of supporting either of them on a waiter’s pay. On the other hand, waiting for the prudent time didn’t appeal to him because he wanted her now.

“Oh, Heather, you drive me wild,” he said huskily, cradling her close. “Do you still need that nap?”

“Yes, I do,” Heather softly answered.

“Well, I’ll go then, but will you go out with me tomorrow night?”

Heather nodded against his chest.

“Dinner and dancing?”

“That’s fine.”

Gabe took his arms from around Heather and focused his gaze on her face, awestruck over her beauty. One day she’ll be mine. He lightly brushed her cheek with his knuckles, enjoying the softness of her skin. He ran his fingers over her hair and down the length of her bare arm, mesmerized by her. “Tomorrow at seven? I’m working until six. Some of us need to pay for our schooling.” He grinned.

“Gabe! You’re terrible!”

“You always say that, so I don’t take you seriously anymore.”

Heather rolled her eyes. “Whatever!”

Gabe chuckled in answer.

“But I still need that nap, so go.”

“Yes, Heather,” he said, grinning down at her. Then he turned and walked away. At the door, he turned back around for one final, long look at her. “See you tomorrow night.”

Heather nodded.
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Chapter Two
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Heather woke from her nap with the sound of her cellphone ringing. She glanced at the clock. It was already 4:30. She had slept for four hours. Yawning, she reached for her cellphone. She noticed that it was Nathaniel’s number. Happy to hear from him, she answered. “Hi, Nathaniel.”

“Hey, Heather, how was your trip?”

An unbidden memory of last night making love to Stuart rose sadness up inside her. “It was fine.”

“Just fine?”

Knowing that the cruise would always elicit bittersweet feelings she said, “It was nice.”

“What was it like?”

“It’s the most beautiful place. All the blue against green. The white sands. The salty scent of the ocean. All of it is paradise.” She thought of the paradise of being in Stuart’s arms and felt a tug of sadness.

“I’d surely like to see the ocean one day too.”

Heather found Nathaniel’s voice to be sweet and comforting.

“What are you doing in the morning?”

Heather closed her eyes not wanting to do anything. Holding in her sadness she said, “Not planning to do anything but unpack and settle into normal life.”

“At all interested in going fishing and boating?”

Heather smiled. Nathaniel and she had enjoyed fishing together since she had been sixteen. She thought that fishing and boating with Nathaniel would distract her from her feelings, and spending time with her uncomplicated friend would be a good diversion from her conflicting feelings for Stuart and Gabe.

“Yes, I’d like that, Nathaniel. What time?”

She heard Nathaniel tease, “You know the fish bite best at dawn.”

Heather nearly groaned. Nathaniel’s preference of fishing at dawn frequently amused her. Heather had to admit she enjoyed it too. Being in a speed boat on the lake was relaxing. She enjoyed the lap of the lake against the boat, the sound of the birds singing, the cool breeze that stirred her hair. “I’d like that.”

“Great. Boat’s already hooked up. I’ll be there at five.”

Heather yawned. “Sounds good.”

Heather stared up at her ceiling fan watching it revolve around and around. She yawned. Still feeling sleepy, she fell back to sleep.

Heather woke slowly. She glanced at her clock at noted it was not even 4:00 am. She had slept all afternoon and through most of the night. She had never slept that long before. She got up and made coffee, and as the coffeepot gurgled and sputtered out steaming treasure, she went to her bathroom for a long, hot shower. She stood in its spray for fifteen minutes before washing and conditioning her hair. She shaved her legs.

She stepped out of the shower, and turbaned her head with one towel and wrapped another around her body. Leaving the steaming bathroom, she went to her kitchen to pour herself a cup of coffee. She added creamer and sugar, then carried the cup to her bedroom.

She took sips of coffee in between putting on her bikini and coverup. She made her bed, then sat in her armchair to finish the rest of her coffee. She was grateful that Nathaniel had made these plans with her. She needed to do something simple and relaxing. Being with her uncomplicated Nathaniel was something she really needed.

She had no romantic interest in Nathaniel even though he was so devastatingly gorgeous. Nathaniel was the epitome of male potency. He had an even more powerful build than Gabe. Nathaniel’s eyes were a striking shade of blue and green. After seeing the ocean, she knew that the color of Nathaniel’s eyes was a beautiful replica. Though Nathaniel was what dreams were made of, she only viewed him as her friend.

While Gabe was her first best friend, Nathaniel was a very close second. Being with Nathaniel had always been simple. He didn’t tease her . . . ever. He wasn’t constantly trying to get her attention. While Gabe flirted incessantly, Nathaniel talked to her. Gabe was outrageous and at times obnoxious, while Nathaniel was quiet and pleasant. While Gabe was a firestorm, Nathaniel was a lapping, soothing brook. Being with him today would be a respite from her troubles. 

Heather dusted her apartment while she waited for Nathaniel. Her intercom promptly buzzed at 5:00. Heather pushed the button to let him in. While she waited for him to come to the door she slid on her most comfortable pair of sandals.

Nathaniel knocked on her door, and she let him in. She had to look way up at him. He was as tall as Gabe. She again admired how devastatingly handsome he was.

Nathaniel stepped into the apartment, then turned to her. “Ready?”

“Yes, just let me grab my hat.”

Heather enjoyed the spray of water as Nathaniel drove the speedboat. It danced across the lake. Some of her hair had escaped her ponytail to tickle her cheeks. She closed her eyes and felt the warm sun on her body. She breathed in the fresh air and found comfort and joy in the simplicity of the day.

Early that morning, the fish were biting as Nathaniel predicted. They went ashore to cook the fish on one of the grills in the park. They talked about nothing in particular—just enjoyed each other’s company. They munched on chips and salsa while drinking beer. Nathaniel, as always, prepared the fish perfectly.

After lunch, they went back to the speedboat to soak up more of the sun. As Heather spread suntan lotion over Nathaniel’s back and arms, she had to admire how fit and beautiful he was. His body was hard and toned from his religious workouts. She wondered why Nathaniel never had a girlfriend. In high school, her Nathaniel was the typical jock with lots of girlfriends. Now Nathaniel didn’t date at all. She wondered at that.

Heather felt sheer delight over the day. She had a respite from her broken heart. As always, being with Nathaniel was peaceful . . . and like she thought before . . . uncomplicated.

As Nathaniel guided the boat across the lake, he felt the perfectness of the day. He admired Heather and the lovely smile on her face. Her eyes were closed, and her face was turned to the sun. The sheer delight on her face made him happy. Heather was so beautiful . . . so precious. He cared for her more than he cared for anyone. He knew it was long past time to declare his feelings for her, but again he held back.

Heather had no idea what he felt for her. To her he was like a little brother. He wondered now if Gabe had told her that he had gone out with Elisa. Did she know that Gabe was beginning to have feelings for Elisa? Was Gabe’s interests turned elsewhere? And if they were, was it now Nathaniel’s chance to declare his feelings?

Heather leaned back on her elbows with her eyes still closed. A smile hovered on her lips. Heather was tanned from her Caribbean vacation. Her bikini today left very little to the imagination. Her cleavage caught his gaze all day long. He was glad that his sunglasses didn’t betray his eyes’ fascination. He admired how her body curved to a small waist and gently rounded hips. Her legs were shapely, and her skin flawless.

He watched Heather reach up to take the hairband out of her hair. She shook her head and the long length of it spilled over her shoulders. Heather appeared carefree today, but at times a sad and faraway expression filled her face as if something were deeply troubling her, but then she’d smile at him in her very sweet way.

Heather went back to leaning on her elbows. She bit her bottom lip—as she had done all her life. He would give anything to know what was on her mind. 

And so, the boat danced its way across the lake. Heather opened her eyes, sat, looked back at him, and motioned for him to slow down.

Slowing the boat to a stop, he looked over to her.

“I need some more suntan lotion on my back. I think my skin is beginning to burn.”

Nathaniel reached for the suntan lotion on the seat next to him and made his way to the front of the boat. She sat up, and he sat behind her.

Heather bent her head down while Nathaniel lathered up his hands with the suntan lotion. He smoothed it all over her back, shoulders, and arms. Touching her was what dreams were made of. Her body was his delight, but her heart was his joy. How he yearned for her, and he was glad that she had her head bent and her eyes closed, or his passion for her would be given away.

After kneading the lotion into her skin, his hands stilled on her shoulders. His fingers lightly brushed the nape of her neck. The yearning stirred up even more.

Heather let her hair fall. He felt its softness as it touched his hands. She turned to him and looked up at him. The sun brought out the green wonder of her eyes.

She looked at him with an expression that was not quite sisterly, and he felt her gaze as a caress, sending a surge of longing to spread all through his body. He wanted so terribly bad to kiss her, but then the moment passed. Her smile was sisterly again.

She shifted away from him, lay on her back with her knee bent. Her arms were tucked under her head. She bit that bottom lip again, but then she stopped, and a sad expression filled her face. Emotion played with her features, and Nathaniel wondered at that. He leaned back beside her. He closed his eyes too, enjoying the sunshine.

Wanting her, he remembered the feel of her small hands as they slid over him when she applied suntan lotion to his body. What would it take for Heather to realize they were meant to be? Gabe was always so busy trying to impress her. He flirted with her incessantly—teased her all the time.

Nathaniel didn’t do those things with Heather. Instead, they talked about so many deep and profound things. Heather was insightful. Her mind quick and bright. He loved Heather for more than her appearance. If Heather were to love him, he would want all parts of her. Did Gabe ever spend one quiet moment with Heather? Did Gabe know her heart like Nathaniel did?

He looked down on Heather. Her head was just inches away from his thigh. He saw tears streaming down her cheeks, and he wondered at it. She cried and cried quietly, and he wondered what was troubling her. He sensed she didn’t want to talk, so instead of talking, he smoothed his fingers through her soft hair, caressing her gently, loving her completely.
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​​​​​​​Chapter Three
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Stuart set the crystal angel with the broken wings on his dresser and set the wings next to the angel’s body. Tears slipped out of his gold flecked green eyes as he looked at the gift Heather gave him on the island of St. Maartin. He remembered her eyes as he admired her simple gift. She said the angel reminded her of him, but he knew it would always remind him of her.

Pain clenched at his heart as he remembered the incredible lovemaking with her the night before. Each touch felt more reverent than the one before it. When she told him, she loved him from her favorite position above him with her body joined to his, he wanted to say the words back. His heart had certainly felt love for her, but he chose to hold the words in because he wanted to wait for a moment that would be even more perfect. Instead, he found his glorious release inside of her.

Oh, how he’d loved her body these past couple weeks, and he wanted to make love to her for the rest of his life. He decided the night before he wanted to be her man forever, but before he had a chance to ask her, she had gone. She slipped out of his arms and left him.

He held her letter to him in his left hand. He looked at it, opened it, and read it again.

Dearest Stuart,

I love you and a part of me always will. I know this isn’t a good way to end this. I should have had the courage to say goodbye to your face and not leave you a letter. If I said goodbye in the right way I’d only cry again, and I don’t want your last memories to be of me crying.

My time with you was what dreams are made of, but you have so many walls around you that are impossible for me to break through.

I love you, Stuart, but you don’t love me back.

When I was seventeen a dear friend said, “Heather, don’t love someone who doesn’t love you. It’s Hell, and I don’t want that for you.” These were the last words he said to me before he left my life for six and a half years.

That man dear to my heart was right. Loving someone who doesn’t love you back is Hell. I can’t live like that, Stuart. I promised him I wouldn’t.

So as hard as it is to say, I must say it. Goodbye.

Your love,

Heather

Stuart’s heart ached when he finished reading the letter. Oh, God, I love her, and I will never see her again. I know who she is and where she is, but I can’t go to her. She loves me. I know she does, and oh, God, I want to tell her she was wrong. I do love her, and she was beginning to break through my walls.

Now love is miles and miles away. I can’t go to her. It wouldn’t be right. Even with a pearl inside of me, she is still decades younger than me with her entire adult life ahead. My life is half over. Oh, God, I want her and probably always will. She made me see love is possible. She made the dead man that I was come alive, and I’ll never be the same because of her. If I had my dream, I’d find her to be with me, but again that wouldn’t be fair.

Tears fell like rain. He sat down on his bed holding her letter and looking at the angel with the broken wings. He’d break her if he held onto her. Maybe he had a pearl inside him, but without her he wouldn’t be able to pry it out. Only she could open the shell he was.

I’m so alone, and I’m scared to open my eyes. I’ve lost her. I’ve lost Heaven. I tasted it in her arms. Oh, God, I love, want, and need her, but it will never be.

His heart twisted with pain. He had wanted her to snatch away the cold in his heart, and now he had no one to hold. He wanted to be the one to help her spread her wings and fly, but instead he would break them if he held onto her. So often she laid her hand or head on his heart. She had thoroughly captured it.

Oh, God, if I went to find her, would she come back into my life? Ah, but it wouldn’t be fair. No, it’s best for her if I’m not in her life. I was irresponsible to start anything with her and not once use any form of protection. I wanted her stretched out with my babe—a babe that would have come from my body. I know I don’t pray, God, but right now I offer one up. I pray Heather isn’t pregnant. A baby would complicate her life.

Stuart squeezed his eyes shut, feeling the pain of incredible loss. He didn’t know how he would continue breathing. Paradise held him for a brief time, but now Hell had consumed him. Stuart remembered the picture she made as she moved with him. Her hair cascaded all around them like a silver waterfall. I need and want her, but for her sake it was best she said goodbye. I’ll be filled with memories of her for the rest of my life.

Stuart looked at the crystal angel with the broken wings. If I held onto her—if I found her—I’d break her wings, and she wouldn’t be able to fly. Give her love. Bring someone into her life that deserves her. Find her a young man she can grow old with, and please let her not be pregnant because of my foolishness. Tying her to me wouldn’t be fair to her.

Stuart stood and set the letter by the angel. Gently, he ran his finger over it and pictured his love. I’ll never forget you. If I live a hundred years, I’ll never forget you, love. From today until eternity ended, I wanted to be your man, but it’s over. God be with you. God, please hold her because I can’t—I must not. Heal her broken wings so she can fly.

Carrying a briefcase filled with the cases he would be performing surgery for that week, Stuart stepped into the elegant waiting area of the business he had been building with his partner Blake for the past five years. He went through residency with Blake. Each had practiced plastic surgery in other places, but Stuart kept in contact with Blake over the years. Over lunch one afternoon they decided to partner together. Two years ago, they changed locations and expanded their business, adding a skin-care clinic.

Stuart scanned his eyes around the waiting area with a critical eye. The mahogany leather armchairs were clustered together in groups with cherry-wood end tables set between them that held brochures on the kinds of services they offered. The front desk counters of each part of the suite were also made of cherry wood with dark, marble tops. Stuart felt pleased with the appearance of the waiting area. Nothing appeared out of place.

Stuart turned his attention to Tammy at the front desk who had just hung up the phone.

“Stuart, how was your vacation?”

With pain in his heart, Stuart thought of the time he spent in paradise with Heather. Stuart did not share his personal life with his employees or even his business partner, for that matter. He only had a professional relationship with his staff, unlike Blake. Stuart thought of a response. “Paradise is breathtaking.”

“What did you like best?”

Kissing Heather in the ocean, watching Heather’s face filling with the pleasure only I had ever given to her. Stuart thought about St. Maartin and the jewelry he bought Heather—jewelry which he put in his safe. He thought about the beauty of Anse Heureuse and the wonder of sharing the experience with Heather. Stuart met Tammy’s curious eyes as she waited for his response. Finally, he said, “Swimming in the ocean and lying on a beach towel on Anse Heureuse. It has a lovely view of the island Anguilla.”

“Did you meet anyone interesting?”

Stuart thought of Heather and the vision she created the night they met. He didn’t know how to answer Tammy without revealing any information. He simply said, “Yes.” Before Tammy could ask any more questions, he asked, “What’s my schedule like for today?”

“Let me check.” She went to her computer and found his schedule. “You’ll be busy today. Back-to-back clients all day with an hour lunch break.”

“Good.” I’ll be kept busy. “When’s my first consultation?”

“In an hour.”

Stuart nodded, walked to his office, and did a cursory search to make sure everything was in its place. He went to sit behind his cherry-wood desk that matched the décor of the entire suite. He opened the binder and began studying the surgery cases he would be performing the following day. The first would be an extensive tummy tuck with liposuction, which would take him roughly three hours. After that, he would do two breast lifts and augmentations, which would take him roughly two hours each with a forty-five-minute lunch break. He would do consultations on Wednesday and Friday and perform more surgeries on Thursday.

Stuart liked being busy. It would give him little time to think about anything else—little time to think about Heather. Stuart accepted that all he had was his career. He took personal satisfaction in what he did well at. Thrusting himself back into work would take his mind off his shattered personal life.

‘Stuart glanced at his watch and noted it was nearing three-thirty. Thoughts of Heather visited him most of the day, making it hard to focus. He hoped his clients didn’t notice. He had three more consultations, and then he’d go home to an empty house.

He knocked on the door of the room where his next client, Teresa Jacobson, waited. He remembered the woman by name because he had done several surgeries on her before. She had liposuction of her thighs, a breast lift, three breast augmentations, each time with larger implants, a tummy tuck, and an arm tuck.

“Come in.”

Stuart opened the door and looked at Teresa sitting on the table in a pair of jeans and a form-fitting, low-cut t-shirt. Her husband was standing beside her. “Hello, both of you.” Stuart extended his hand to Teresa then to her husband. He noticed Teresa still had a flat and small waist. “Your tummy looks good.”

Looking pleased over his comment, Teresa smiled.

“What can I do for you today?”

Teresa glanced at her husband and then met Stuart’s eyes. She hesitated before saying, “I have a couple questions. I’d like to see if I can have larger implants put in.”

Stuart had read her file before coming into the room, but he studied it anyway. “You currently have 800ccs Allergan implants overfilled to 930ccs. Right?”

“Yes, I think so. Can I go larger?”

Prepared for this consultation, Stuart pulled out the chart for both Mentor and Allergan implants. He took the chart out and began to look at the one for Mentor. He ran his finger down the implant sizes. “The maximum for Mentor is 700ccs with a maximum overfill of 775ccs, which would be smaller than what you have.” He showed Teresa the number.

“Okay.”

“But I’ll check the chart for Allergan.” Stuart already knew the answer to her question, but a professional would never outright say no to a client. Stuart took out the chart, scanned it, and ran his finger down the column. “The largest implant Allergan has would be 800ccs with a maximum overfill of about 920ccs to 930ccs, which is what you currently have. I won’t go bigger because it would void the manufacturer’s guarantee.”

“I see.”

Stuart studied Teresa’s expression. She appeared relieved, and Stuart suspected the husband was the one pushing for the larger implants. Of course, Stuart would never say anything. Teresa had a bigger body with thick, muscular thighs. She had clearly defined curves with a flat stomach. Because of all her augmentations, she had a large chest. Even though she had undergone many surgical procedures, she seemed rather down-to-earth. He thought her pretty in her own way. She had reddish hair with an inch of the roots gray. Her natural hair color probably would be dark brown. He judged her age to be late thirties. He remembered from her chart her first surgery had been seven years before when she had a breast lift and augmentation along with liposuction of the arms.

“What was your second question?”

“I’m interested in a butt lift.”

“Okay then. I’ll step out. You can change into the robe hanging on the hook by the door.” He pulled out a pair of paper underpants from the cupboard. “Put these on, too, and I’ll be back.”

“Okay.”

Stuart stepped out of the room and began walking to his office. His nurse, Wendy, said, “Your next two consultations were canceled and rescheduled.”

“Okay.”

Stuart went into his office and put the breast implant size charts in his desk. He tidied his office for a few minutes and looked at his watch, deciding Teresa had enough time to change. He went back to the room and entered after Teresa said, “Come in.”

“Okay, young lady, I’ll see what I can do.”

Stuart sat on a stool and waited for Teresa to stand in front of him. He lifted the robe. For consultation purposes, she wore the pair of navy-blue paper underpants with thin strips of elastic holding it in place over her hips. He studied the curve of her bottom and tried to lift her skin by her hips, but there wasn’t much to lift. “Your bottom is holding up rather well for your age. There is cellulite, but I can’t do anything about it.”

“Oh.”

Stuart let the robe fall, looked up at Teresa, who was only slightly disappointed, and suspected the husband was behind her question again. It seemed to Stuart that Teresa genuinely felt pleased with what he said. “Sorry, young lady, there isn’t anything I can do.”

“Well, okay then.” Teresa smiled.

Stuart held in amusement over her reaction as he stood. Teresa didn’t seem like the kind of person who possessed excessive vanity despite all her surgeries. He found her to be a genuine person. She took care of herself, but she was still on the heavy end. People came in all different shapes and sizes, as he knew very well. He enjoyed working with people like Teresa.

“How are your kids? Two boys, two girls, if I remember right.”

“Yes.”

“What are their ages again?”

“Sixteen, thirteen, ten, and seven.”

“They must keep you very busy.”

“Yes, they do. Do you have any children?”

Stuart didn’t betray any emotion at her question and answered, “I don’t have that pleasure.” He extended his hand to Teresa and to her husband. “Sorry, I couldn’t be of more help today.”

“That’s okay,” Teresa said. “Thank you anyway.”

Stuart walked to the door and before opening it said, “It was nice seeing you both. Take care.”

As Stuart left the room and walked to his office, he thought about Teresa’s innocent question, and he wondered if there was a chance that he would have the pleasure of a child. He reminded himself of the hopelessness of that wish. He prayed again Heather wasn’t pregnant. He didn’t want her dreams complicated by a baby. It was best this way. She’d find a man her own age. She’d go through medical school and residency and become the pediatrician she always dreamed of becoming.

What Stuart wanted would never be. He would never see her angelic face again. It was enough for him to know he had the love of a woman, even if it was for a brief time. Her touch and her sweet way mended his pride, and that was all there would ever be.

Stuart sat down behind his desk and noted the time on his watch. At this hour, rush-hour would be murder, so he decided to study his upcoming cases.

Focusing on work does help, Stuart thought when his watch said two hours had gone by. He knew he was good at what he did, and he enjoyed his career and its creative challenge. Stuart leaned back in his chair. He didn’t want to go home because all he would go home to would be silence. What am I to do? Another lonely night faces me. Before the loneliness was bearable because I didn’t know what it would be like to be loved, but now that I do, I just can’t take one more night alone.

Stuart closed his eyes with pain etched over all his features. What am I to do? How do I stop feeling this way when all I want is her in my arms again? For her sake, I need to not find her. I don’t feel capable of being mended. There are so many broken depths in me, and I have walls around my heart. I don’t know if I’d ever be able to let her completely in. There are so many things I’m afraid of, and I don’t want to burden her. She probably knows it all. She knows Adam isn’t mine, but how could I let her in to know how I really feel?

Stuart pictured Heather’s face. He heard her soft voice in his mind telling him she loved him. He remembered intimate moments with her. He remembered her smile and laugh, but with sadness he also remembered her tears. I don’t have the power to make her, or anyone, happy. I’m too broken to be mended.
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​​​​​​​Chapter Four
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Elisa hummed while she sprinkled chopped Heath candy bars on top of the buttercream chocolate frosting of her favorite cupcakes. She had come up with the idea when she was a young girl. Eli—the only grandpa figure she had known—would make them for her whenever she came to see him. When he hired her at sixteen, he taught her how to make them along with all the other delicious treats in his shop.

She worked at the bakery to put her through art school. She went for an art degree knowing full well that financially speaking it wasn’t a good idea. She had graduated a year before but had no real intention of using her art degree beyond her paintings that they sold at the bakery. The first paintings Eli’s Bakery sold were Eli’s daughter Gianna’s. When Elisa began painting, he sold hers too, right along with Gianna’s. And now that Gianna was gone, Eli just sold hers.

The paintings sold well enough but didn’t make her financially well off. She still lived in the small one-bedroom apartment on the top floor of a Victorian house that had been converted into apartments. The apartment was cold in the winter and stifling hot in the summer, but it was home. It was her haven.

Elisa had never been happier. A radiant smile dawned on her face thinking of the night she spent with Gabe. She knew it was wrong and that it would go against all her moral standards, but she had wished the night that he held her he would make love to her. Elisa’s body never felt as good as the way it did when Gabe kissed her. She placed her fingers to her lips. Then remembering his hands on her breasts, she cupped them too.

She felt delicious yearning.

She had loved Gabe forever it seemed. All her fantasies of him touching her had come to be, and she wondered where it would go now. Surely, the way Gabe held her indicated that he was falling in love with her too. Elisa twirled around and danced in place as she finished the cupcakes. She couldn’t help herself. She had to indulge in one of these delectable treats. She bit into the soft chocolate cupcake and ran her tongue over the whipped chocolate frosting in the center. These cupcakes were sensual.

When she finished the last bite, she heard the bakery door jingle. She licked her fingers and wiped them off on a towel to go to the door. She came into the storefront to see Gabe looking into the display case. Overwhelmed with joy, she went to him and hugged him from behind. She rested her cheek against his back closing her eyes with the pleasure of his body.

Gabe placed his hands over Elisa’s soft hands. He held them for a few moments. They were soft, gentle hands. With regret with what he knew he had to say, he turned around. He held her hands between them. He looked down into the brilliant blue of her eyes. She was smiling up at him with an expression of pure delight.

After today would Elisa smile at him like this again?

With regret building in his heart, he lifted her hands to his lips. He kissed one and then the other. There were no good words to say. How could he tell her that he didn’t love her when a part of him did? She was so beautiful—so sweet, good, gentle, and kind. He would break her heart today, and a part of his heart would break too.

But holding Heather in his arms the day before had been overwhelmingly passionate. Heather returned his wanting and having her in his arms was a fantasy come reality. Though he felt tenderness for Elisa and soft passion for her, he would not be able to forget the burning flame he felt when he held Heather.

Though his heart felt more connected to Elisa . . . how could it not . . . his wanting for Heather was a burning fire. His desire for her enflamed him so much that he couldn’t even think straight.

Looking into Elisa’s eyes pulled him into a soft place. She was like a butterfly floating on the breeze. Delicate and pretty. He knew no person better than he knew Elisa.

Elisa looked up at Gabe. She looked for the pinprick of light that had always been in his eyes. That pinprick had always fascinated her. His dark eyes were nearly black, and some little place reflected light. But she was confused when she looked up at him now. For some inexplicable reason, that pinprick of light was . . . somehow . . . gone.

Elisa read the somberness in Gabe’s eyes. Her Gabe was . . . sad. His eyes were full of . . . regret.

Suddenly, Elisa knew that Gabe was not there to tell her that he loved her and always would. He was there to tell her that he didn’t. Gabe had chosen Heather. He hadn’t chosen her.

Elisa tried to pull her hands from his, but his grip tightened.

Gabe could see the utter desolation in Elisa’s eyes. He could see the shimmer of tears that had begun to form. Seeing her tears nearly changed his mind, for Elisa was the most precious person he knew. He cared for her, and he didn’t want to hurt her, but he could see that he was breaking her beautiful heart.

Gabe’s emotions came to the surface as well because he felt his heart pulling toward her. Elisa was all a woman should be. She was so very beautiful, and her eyes were . . . oh he had thought it so many times. Elisa was simply . . . gentle . . . and sweet . . . and good . . . and pure.

He bent down to brush a kiss to her cheek. He put his arms around her, drawing her close. He closed his eyes on the emotions he was feeling too. He felt torn apart inside . . . pulled into very different directions. Either choice he made would leave him feeling disconnected.

He thought of Heather and his erotic attraction to her. There would be no way that he could walk away from the bliss he felt with Heather. In time, he reasoned that he and Heather’s hearts would connect too. It wouldn’t be long before Heather loved him. He sensed that she was nearly there.

Elisa leaned into him, quietly crying. She clung to him but then let go. She pulled away from him, then looked up into his eyes. She saw the tears in his eyes too, and she felt confused over them. If he loved Heather, why was he looking at her in this way? She could see a war raging in his expression, and she knew that choosing Heather and not choosing her was a difficult choice. She sensed that if he could love them both he would.

She stepped further away from him. She broke her gaze away from Gabe’s beloved face.

Gabe said in strangled tones, “Elisa, can we be friends again? Do we have to lose our friendship too? I cherish it. I cherish you, but with Heather . . . I . . . I don’t know. I have loved her always. I . . . felt . . . with you something . . . precious . . . but I don’t know . . . I really don’t know . . .”

Elisa swiped the tears off her cheek. She knew then that Gabe did love her. She could see it in his eyes. She didn’t know why he was making the choice he was, but she saw that a part of him regretted what he was doing to her . . . and perhaps he was regretting what he was doing to himself as well.

She saw the tears falling down his cheeks, and she knew that he found this difficult and painful.

“I don’t know . . . but please, Elisa? I don’t wish to lose you as a friend.”

In that moment, Elisa knew that one day Gabe would regret his choice. Perhaps one day he would change his mind. Perhaps one day Gabe would come to the realization that she was meant for him more than Heather ever would be. It took Heather too long to feel for Gabe what she needed to feel.

Her heart broken . . .  feeling like she was going to fall apart in front of him, she said softly, “Yes, Gabe, we can still be friends.”

His face wore regret, but then it wore relief.

They stared at each other for lingering moments.

Gabe knew that he was losing something precious, but he had made his choice.

Eli stepped into the store front and looked between the two. Elisa turned to meet his eyes. She saw in his that he recognized her feelings. She glanced to Gabe, then said to Eli. “I would like to leave for the day. I’m not . . . feeling well.”

With wisdom, understanding, and caring in his eyes, he nodded.

Elisa glanced at Gabe one more time, then turned to walk away.

Gabe stood there watching her leave feeling his heart leaving with her.

He turned his attention to Eli and saw Eli’s sadness mixed with understanding.

Eli said, “Son, I think perhaps one day you will regret your choice.”

Gabe nodded.

“Do you wish to talk about it?”

Gabe shook his head.

“If you are intent in loving Heather, then you should not play games with Elisa. I think what you want from her would in the end destroy her. Son, she loves you too much. If you care at all for her, walk away.”

Feeling loss and pain, Gabe nodded. He shoved his fingers through his hair.

Eli said, “Elisa made cupcakes. I know how much Heather loves them. If you have made your choice, then stick by it. Give Heather all your love and not a shadow. Let go . . . just let go of Elisa . . . just walk away . . . I don’t wish to see her in pain. She is the granddaughter of my heart. She is worth more than you realize.”

With that final word, Eli went back to the kitchen.

Gabe didn’t know how much he would feel loss. He didn’t understand why choosing Heather over Elisa was tearing a hole in his being. He wondered if he would ever be the same again. Did he make the right choice? Choices. Life was made up of choices.

Eli returned with a box of cupcakes. Before he handed them to Gabe he said, “Love Heather rightly. Stand by your choice, Son. Heather is worthy of all your love too. I can tell that what you feel for Heather is different from what you feel for Elisa. I am a grand observer, Gabe. I see things other people do not see. For all these years you have loved Heather, but I also know she didn’t return your feelings. I don’t know if Heather loves you as much as I know my Elisa does, but you have chosen. Even if you change your mind, Son, know that it is now too late. You broke Elisa’s heart. Don’t break it more.”

Eli handed him the cupcakes. Gabe took them from his hand.
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Chapter Five
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Heather heard the buzz of the front door intercom. Knowing it was Gabe she spoke into the intercom, “Yes?”

She could hear Gabe answer, “It’s me.”

Smiling, Heather pressed the button to unlock the door and went back to her bathroom. Heather checked for lipstick on her teeth and smoothed her hand over her hair. Satisfied with her appearance, she walked to her door when she heard Gabe knocking.

She opened the door and saw Gabe with a box of her favorite cupcakes from Eli’s bakery. She opened the box and smelled them making her mouth water. “Oh, Gabe, my favorite. These are so yummy.”

She watched Gabe’s eyes trail the length of her. She wore the red, spandex dress like he asked her to. A grin swept over his handsome face. “Not nearly as yummy as you.”

Heather smiled at his compliment and took in Gabe, wearing a pair of black jeans that clung to his narrow hips and long legs. He wore a black, button-down shirt with the cuffs rolled up and the top three buttons undone, revealing a scattering of dark chest hair. Heather’s eyes swept over his broad shoulders, wide chest, and muscular arms. She had to admit, Gabe was one of the handsomest men she’d ever seen.

“Do I meet with your approval, Princess?”

Heather set the cupcakes on her dinette table. “How’d you have time to drive to St. Paul and back here?”

“I got them yesterday before
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