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Dedication

 


Lori—my best friend for longer than either of
us wishes to admit. I hope you recognize yourself. She was written
with love and appreciation.


 


 


 


If Only

 


The blonde woman stopped in front of
Barbara, tossing a fearful look Rachel's direction, before reaching
out and gently lifting Barbara's hand to her, palm up, and peered
at the opened extremity. She took a bejeweled, ruby-tipped finger
and traced the lifeline. Her dark brown eyes peered deeply into
Barbara's.

"You have recently suffered a great personal
loss."

Rachel harrumphed behind Barbara.

Ignoring Rachel, she continued, "You have
come home seeking a glimpse of the past to answer questions of old.
You will have to make a decision between two—brothers?—which will
change your living arrangements as well as your life..."

Before she could continue, Rachel grabbed
Barbara's elbow and propelled her toward the front door, muttering
under her breath, "Any fool can see the white circle where your
wedding ring used to be and, of course, you're seeking something.
You came into this bloody shop. What a fraud."

The blonde turned and softly called to the
retreating backs of the two friends, "By the way, Dylan says you
are headed in the right direction, and he wants to thank you. Now
he can rest."

Barbara planted her feet to the floor. She
whirled and, grasping her throat, whispered, "Dylan?"

The blonde approached warily, glancing at
the furious face of Rachel looking over the head of her friend.

"Yes. He said you"—she pointed at
Rachel—"would not believe me, but he was finding it difficult to
get a message through to you. Barbara, he wanted very much for you
to know the quest you have taken is the first step to setting him
free. He knew he was your second choice."

Barbara gasped, tears welling in her eyes,
"He never said a thing."

"He has told me to thank you for all the
years of love you gave to him, and says he wants you to find your
first love who also searches for answers."

 



 


 


One

 


Late 1990s

 


Light filtered through the fog of pain
surrounding Barbara Langley. Every milliliter of her body hurt.

God, even my hair hurts. She moaned
as she tried to move into a more comfortable position. So help
me, Dylan, I'll hunt you down when I make it to the Pearly
Gates. She braved opening one swollen eye. The muted light in
the room blushed a gentle pink. When she had succeeded in prying
her top lid from the bottom lid with no additional pain, she slowly
unveiled the second eye. It took a minute to focus. Barbara looked
at the one occupant in the room beside herself.

Lanky and tall, at 5' 10", with chin-length
burnished copper hair complemented by piercing steel gray eyes,
closed at present, snoozed Rachel Painter, Barbara's best friend.
Instinctively, Barbara knew Rachel would be here, but it was still
nice to see her even if she was sleeping in the only chair in the
room.

"Rachel," Barbara croaked and tried to
swallow.

Her parched throat needed liquid to work,
and Barbara didn't want to move anything. This last operation was
the worst. Two years of plastic surgery, to turn back the hands of
time and regain her youth, was the price she was paying for
complaining to her husband that she hated the way she had aged and
wanted to look like she had at twenty-six.

Barbara hadn't thought much about her
comments. Hell, everybody complained about something. Only, Dylan
took her complaining to heart. He put in his last will and
testament that she, Barbara Langley, was to be provided every
operation needed to make her body and face appear twenty-six. She
was not aware of it until his untimely death.

In all the years they had been married, she
had fussed at him about drinking and driving; the irony of his
death was still unbearable. He'd received a call from his brother,
too drunk to drive, and Dylan had gone to the bar to give him a
ride home. Another truck, driving down the wrong side of the road
without lights, hit his pickup head on. Dylan, completely sober at
the time, died instantly. His brother spent six months in the
hospital recuperating from his injuries. The other driver, so drunk
he couldn't remember his own name, suffered only a bump on his
forehead.

She'd complained she wanted to look young;
however, she'd wanted it for Dylan. Now that he was dead, what was
the point?

The lawyer stated, at the execution of the
will, she was to start her operations as soon as the funeral ended.
Three months after Dylan's death, the reality of her financial
situation finally dawned. The accountant had visited while she was
recuperating from the first operation, and they'd gone over the
numbers. She'd never have to work again—it didn't matter. She would
have given it back in the beat of a hummingbird's wings to have
Dylan alive and chuckling at her kvetching. The time required for
her to heal left her with little to do but watch TV, and that soon
lost its appeal.

Barbara tried her voice again. "Rachel?"
Better, but I still sound like a bullfrog.

Nurse Thompson, bustling through the door,
thwarted her third attempt.

"Mrs. Langley, you need your rest. You're
not to speak for twenty-four hours, per the doctor's orders. I'm
sure you're probably parched. Anesthesia always does that to
people, so I'm going to let you have some water and ice chips if
you promise not to talk. Do I make myself clear?"

Barbara nodded. She and Nurse Sean Thompson
had become hospital friends. Sean had always been the care provider
after Barbara's operations. She fussed around the bed putting a
glass with a bent straw on the standup tray close by and tucked in
the bed sheets around Barbara.

"I swear; Rachel could sleep through a
hurricane." Sean leaned over the stretched-out body and gently
shook the redhead.

"Yeah, yeah, yeah. I'm awake. What's up,
Sean?" Rachel straightened up and sat in the chair running her long
fingers through copper locks. Rachel and Sean had gone to high
school together and played on local softball teams against each
other.

"Rach, I want you to make sure Mrs. Langley
does not, I repeat NOT, speak for the next twenty-four hours. I
suspect her promise to me was made with her fingers crossed.
Doctor's orders. It's just a precaution because the throat gets so
irritated with the anesthesia. We don't want any complications from
all of this. Keep her in line?" Sean's brown eyes twinkled.

"Got my word." Rachel stretched, looking
even longer and lankier as she pushed her arms above her head like
one of her many cats. She looked at her friend's bandaged face and
smirked. "No talking for a whole twenty-four hours. Boy, the things
I can say to you today. Cool."

Barbara tried to frown but found the motion
caused bolts of pain to shoot across her forehead. She resorted to
crossing her arms over her voluptuous, firm, new breasts and glared
the best she could through her pain.

"Since you're awake and doing fairly well, I
need to go home and feed my herd. If I don't, they'll shred
everything I own to ribbons. I'll be back in a couple hours. I'm
checking out with Sean and, if you even attempt to speak, she or I
will know, and thrash you within an inch of your life. Capicé?"
Rachel pushed up from the chair and walked to Barbara's
bedside.

She took her friend's hand and, looking past
the bandages, murmured softly, "You know he was here last night? I
felt him wrap his arms around me and whisper in my ear that you
should have no problem finding someone to help you move on. He
thinks it's time, Barbara, and so do I."

Barbara yanked her hand from Rachel's grasp.
Damn it! I hate not being able to tell her what I
think. Gingerly, she shook her head turning away from Rachel.
No one will be able to take Dylan's place. Why can't everyone
understand that? I don't want another man in my life: it's just too
painful.

"It's time you kept your promise to take me
to Florida. Four years ago, for my birthday, you gave me a gift
card good for one trip to Florida... destination Tampa. I'm cashing
in my voucher. After I feed the herd, I'll check some travel
packages. Think about it, Barbara. In six months, you'll look like
you did when you left—how many years ago? Think about it real
hard."

Rachel patted her lovingly on the arm and
strode out the door.

I don't want to go to Tampa without Dylan.
All of this was for him, and it's not the same without him to share
it.

Barbara sensed a tear escaping down her
swollen, bruised cheek. A sigh whisked past her puffy lips, and she
gave into the overwhelming urge to sleep.

 


~ * ~

 


Diamond-shaped sunspots glinted off the
cobalt ocean; waves crashed against the rocky shore thundering over
the screech of seagulls swooping near the beach in search of food
bits. Barbara pulled salty-tasting air into her lungs and squinted
at the figure approaching her. She put her hand above her eyes,
blocking out the infrequently bright sun and cerulean sky.

He was approaching; instinctively, she knew
it was a he. As the figure neared, she gasped in recognition—Dylan
strolling along the narrow sand in his Marine Corps dress blues.
Always striking, he stole Barbara's concentration from the open
book in her lap. He stood in front of her and extended his
white-gloved hand in invitation. She looked up at the gleaming
brass buttons decorating the midnight blue jacket piped in red. His
blue woolen trousers, with their red strip down the side, held the
sharpest crease she'd ever seen over his gleaming, reflective,
black military-issue shoes. She brought her attention back to his
ruggedly handsome face under the rigid white hat with black brim;
cover was what he'd called it. Barbara's heart ached. She'd fallen
so deeply in love with this Dylan: the Dylan she'd just buried.

She took his proffered hand and let him pull
her to his chest, dropping her book to the sand. He held her so
tight against him his buttons bit into her, leaving the Marine
Corps insignia emblazoned on her skin.

"Dylan." She closed her eyes and inhaled the
spicy scent that was her husband. Deep in her soul, pain began
throbbing to life with her every heartbeat.

"Why...?"

He put his gloved finger to her lips and,
when she'd quieted, lifted her chin to him with his finger.
Lowering his mouth, he covered her lips with feather-soft
kisses.

Barbara sagged into his strong chest and
allowed herself to be swept away by the sweet tenderness. He held
her close for an eternity and, finally, moved her back to gaze into
her eyes.

"God, I miss you. Why did you leave me? When
will we be together? How long do I have to wait until I can hold
you again?"

A smile emerged on his lips, accenting the
dimple in his right cheek. Barbara reached up and traced the line
with her finger.

"Barbara?"

She heard him speak her name, but his lips
had not moved. Blinking in confusion, she responded. "Yes?"

"Barbara, it's time for you to move on. Your
intense love is keeping me close to you and, while I do love you,
Winkie, I want to rest. We'll be together when the Creator deems
the time is right, but you still have things to do and another to
love. I hold you here—" He opened his gloved hand and pointed to
the palm. "—and will watch over you." His tone softened. "You were
always beautiful to me, no matter what the outside looked like. I
hope you like the new you. I have to go now, my love. Please don't
fight what the Creator has planned. He knows better than you or I.
I love you, Winkie."

Barbara watched in horror as the image of
Dylan faded, leaving her standing on the sand staring at the
foaming waves.

 


~ * ~

 


"NO!" she shouted through raw vocal chords,
the action initiating a coughing, choking fit. Rachel jumped to her
friend's side. She handed Barbara the glass of water and
continuously thumbed the call button for the nurse. Seconds later,
a red-faced nurse huffed through the door and up to Barbara's
bedside.

"What happened?" She narrowed her eyes at
Rachel.

"I went home for two hours. When I came
back, I slipped into the room because she was sleeping so
peacefully until about five minutes ago. She started the moaning
that ended with a shout and this coughing fit."

The nurse glowered at Barbara and darted a
sideways glance at Rachel. "Mrs. Langley"—acid laced her words—"you
must remain quiet, or we'll have to keep you in here for another
day. Do you want that?" Watching Barbara weakly shake her head, the
nurse continued, "That's what I thought. Now, NO talking,
whispering, shouting or anything that remotely resembles vocal
communication for the next twenty hours; do I make myself
clear?"

Barbara signaled her agreement. The nurse
fussed around the bed and, tossing a withering glare at Rachel,
stomped out of the room.

Rachel turned to Barbara, a wicked grin
spread over her face. "This is going to be fun."

Barbara motioned for something to write
with, her hands pantomiming in the air.

Rachel shifted her weight onto one leg,
crossed her arms, and cocked one eyebrow. "Why? So you can yell at
me on paper? I'd rather listen to my cats yowl." She watched
Barbara's antics become agitated, as her friend opened her mouth to
speak. Rachel held up her index finger. "Don't. I don't need Nurse
Wicked back here scolding and berating me like a naughty
five-year-old."

She rummaged in the drawer of the nightstand
next to the bed, found a pad and pen, which she handed to Barbara.
She watched her intently scribble on the pad and pass it back.
Rachel read the message Barbara had penned. She looked at her
friend, eyebrows raised. "Are you sure?"

At Barbara's nod, she continued, "Do you
believe what you saw?" Another head bob. "Sure?" This time Barbara
frowned, moaning at the effort, and moved her head up and down
emphatically. She started to open her mouth to talk. Rachel held up
her hand. "I wanted to make sure before I shared with you; you up
to listening for a while?" With Barbara's anemic acknowledgement,
Rachel pushed the button on the bed's control panel, moving her
friend into a semi-sitting position. She dragged a chair next to
the bed, flipping it around with the back facing Barbara. Flinging
a long leg over the top, Rachel sat straddling the seat.

"I've wanted to share this with you for a
long time, but Dylan made me promise not to say anything until the
time was right."

Barbara's eyebrows shot up, a groan escaping
her lips.

Again, Rachel put her hand up. "I know, I
know; it sounds crazy but sometime around the second week after we
buried Dylan, he started appearing to me in dreams with
instructions to take care of you, and see that you followed through
with the operations." She watched her friend's eyes fill with tears
that slipped silently down her cheeks. "Dylan has been telling me
for two years you have unfinished business in Florida, and I'm to
make sure you go back to accomplish it. You just haven't been ready
to let him go. He appeared last night, and said he was going to
come to you and ask you to release him. He loves you with all of
his soul, but he's tired and wants to rest until the time you two
will be together again. This note—" Rachel waved the paper in the
air. "—tells me he kept his promise, and I have to keep mine. While
I was at home, I contacted my friend Sandi over at Sunshine Tours,
and booked us a trip to Florida in six months. By then, if all goes
well, you'll be healed. I've arranged to get a month off from work.
They owe me at least a month for all the times I've saved their
asses. I asked my sister to cat sit, and she's agreed. There's
nothing standing in the way of us leaving for the vacation you've
been promising me for the last four years." Rachel slipped her hand
around her friend's. "Barbara, Dylan was a wonderful man and made
you very happy, but he wants you to move on. For God's sake, woman,
you have the body and face you've wanted for years. No one would
put you a day past thirty. Let's go to Florida and show it
off!"

Rachel saw confusion clouding Barbara's
eyes. "Looks like the sleeping pills are kicking in, so I'll go
home and spend some time with my kitties. Think of all the things
you wanted to do if only. You've got the chance most people
only dream about."

She stood, gently scooting the chair away,
and leaned down to place a tender kiss on her friend's forehead.
I'll make sure we get to Florida, Dylan. You can count on
me. She heard a whispered Thank you in the back of her
consciousness.


 


Two

 


Eight months later...

 


Barbara, arms wrapped tightly around her
body for warmth, stood at the plate glass window staring across the
concrete ribbons that served as landing strips. Beyond the
tree-studded islands in the middle of the Columbia River, the
lights of cars created a twinkling ribbon effect on Washington's
Highway 14 bordering that side of the river. Steely gray clouds
that had draped themselves over the Willamette Valley and Salem,
crying unendingly for the last three days, turned pewter dark in
Portland. The light weeping morphed into angry torrents flinging to
the ground in an effort to drown all living inhabitants. Silvery
droplets wended their way down the panes. She reached out a finger
to trace the path.

"Barbara, come on. You've dragged your feet
for the last two months. It's time to get a move on. We put this
trip off once, and I'm not going to do it again. They're calling us
to board. Grab your gear, and let's get the hell out of this dank
dungeon." Rachel placed her hand on her best friend's shoulder and
nudged gently.

Sighing herself back to the present, Barbara
nodded and picked up her bag. "Let's go. As dreary as it seems, I'm
going to miss this place."

"Geesh. You sound like we're never coming
back. We're only going for a month. I have a job, and numerous
furry roommates that will be waiting for me to get home. Now, let's
get this vacation started."

Rachel barreled her way down the boarding
ramp to the airplane. At the door, a uniformed, blonde flight
attendant checked their tickets and pointed them to the first class
cabin. They were checking the seat numbers on their tickets when a
lilting tenor voice intervened, "May I help you ladies?"

Rachel turned and looked up to a face the
angels carved from a corner of heaven. Dark tumbles of curly hair
framed ruddy cheeks currently creased by a smile exposing blinding
white teeth in perfect unison with the luscious lips surrounding
them. Eyes so green the ocean must surely be jealous, ringed in
thick, long, black lashes, twinkled merrily at the copper-haired
beauty.

Rachel's feet grew to the spot as she stood
gaping at the dark Adonis.

"Wha, what?"

The smile expanded, and dark eyes began to
dance. "May I be of service? I'm Robart. I'll be one of your flight
attendants today. May I help you... find your seat?"

"Uh, uh..." The normally quick-witted Rachel
was reaching for a response.

Good god, Rachel. Answer the man.
Barbara rolled her eyes. "Thank you, Robart. We're in seats 3a and
3b. Could you point us in the right direction?"

"How about I go you one better and take you
there?" His eyes never left Rachel's face.

"Thank you. That would be terrific."

Barbara lifted her bag and poked Rachel to
do the same. They followed his tight derriere to the front of the
section, where he relieved them of their carry-on luggage, easily
placing the two bags in the overhead compartment. Stepping back, he
let the women take their seats then leaned to grab Rachel's seat
belt and buckle her in, the faint aroma of musk mixed with man
tickled her nose.

"I wouldn't want to see anything happen to
the two of you. Buckle up. We'll be leaving in a few minutes."
Winking, he flashed a radiant smile and left.

Barbara snickered. She'd never seen Rachel
so bowled over by any man.

"Hello? Is anybody in there?" Barbara stared
at her friend, the corners of her mouth turning up in delight.

"Oh... my... God, Barbara." Rachel strained
against the seatbelt, turning to watch the hunk of manhood walk
down the aisle. "Have you ever seen anyone so gorgeous in your
life?"

Barbara slid her purse under the seat in
front of her, grabbed a magazine from the seat pocket, and buckled
her seat belt.

"I hadn't really noticed. Is he cute?" she
smirked as she flipped through the pages.

"IS HE CUTE? You have to be kidding? You
mean you didn't see..." Rachel whipped around to stare
incredulously at her friend. She stopped when she saw the smirk on
Barbara's face. "You're yanking my chain."

"Well, you deserve it, for crying out loud,
Rachel. I haven't seen you react to a man like this since Gerry
roared in with his motorcycle and swept you off your feet."

Rachel winced. "Don't remind me. That was
lust, pure and simple."

"True and this is...?"

"Different."

"How?"

"I just know this is different. I can feel
the sparks fly." Rachel's face flushed, her steely eyes dark with
desire.

"Everyone within five rows felt the sparks
fly. Correct me if I'm wrong, but I remember a conversation fairly
similar to this one about a certain Gerry Donaldson." Barbara
licked a finger and used it to flip a page.

"Oh, that was below the belt. How was I
supposed to know he was married?"

"You might have asked between rutting
sessions." Barbara scanned the page in front of her.

"You are in a mood, girlfriend. What is
this? Pick-on-Rachel day? If you're that mad about leaving town,
get off the plane, but I want to go where the sun shines more than
two hours a month. I plan on enjoying this much-earned-vacation for
every minute, starting right now." Rachel slumped against the seat
and tested the buttons on the armrest.

"All right, all right. But, this is get-back
for those days right after my last surgery when I couldn't talk.
I'll give you this; Gerry was a sweet talker and good looking to
boot. From the few details you gave me, I don't doubt that the last
thing on your mind was asking him if he was married, but, Rachel,
you didn't think at all, and that's not like you. I didn't say
anything because I love you, but I was very angry at how he swooped
in, broke your heart, and left without so much as a kiss-my-ass. Be
careful, my friend. Just be careful. Okay, end of lecture. Let's go
to Florida and soak up the sun." Barbara leaned over and gave
Rachel a quick hug.

The speaker crackled to life, and an
announcement followed noting the plane would soon be taxiing to the
end of the runway to wait their turn in line for takeoff. Flight
attendants went through the "if-the-plane-should-lose-altitude"
pantomime, and the jet rumbled to life bumping along the concrete
to linger interminably in line. As the engines roared with
expectation, shaking the body of the plane and fueling her
excitement, Rachel grabbed her friend's hand and mouthed the words
thank you to Barbara. She leaned her head against the seat
back, and smiled as the silver bird exploded with fury and leapt
from the runway into the air.

Barbara recalled a similar flight that
started right where she was now. Who knows? She might
actually bump into someone she knew from her younger days. She'd
loosely followed the successes of a few friends from that time. A
smile played at her lips. The biggest surprise had been Billy
Manetti. She'd known him as a shy, hulking figure of a kid who'd
played guitar in a rock and roll band. When she left the state, she
often wondered if he would survive. He'd been a big kid, 6'5" in
the sixth grade, and had undergone years of cruel tormenting by his
peers.

One evening, years later, when she and Dylan
had gone to see an action movie, Barbara nearly fell off her seat
to see "Beautiful Bronx Billy" as the featured actor. Billy had
taken what he thought was a detriment and turned it to his favor.
She quizzed Dylan after the movie and discovered the AWF—American
Wrestling Federation—had recruited Billy into the wrestling arena
shortly after she'd moved away from Florida. It had taken him
fifteen years of hard work, but everyone knew Bronx Billy. His size
was his infamous attribute and deadliest weapon.

One friend had become a state senator;
another had written a tell-all book about the recruiting practices
of the University of Florida athletic department that had landed
him on several talk shows and in court. For the most part, Barbara
had lost track of everyone else, including the man she'd left the
state to forget—Steven Rodgers.

She glanced out the window, squinting
against the sun reflecting off the opalescent cloud tops so
contrasted from the sinister bottoms dumping moisture over the
Northwest. As far as her eyes could make out was row upon row of
billowy, cotton hills inducing her to think of a white carpet to
heaven.

She returned her attention to the magazine
in her lap. She was glad to be vacationing. These last two years
had been hell. The surgeries had taken up most of her time during
the day, not allowing her to dwell too heavily on losing Dylan.
But, at night, when everything was quiet and Barbara lay in her
bed, the grief consumed her, slamming her to the ground in great
waves of loss and anger. She missed her husband, but was tired of
the toll it was taking on her.

 


~ * ~

 


A whisper of musk tickled Barbara's nose,
and she looked up to find Robart standing at the end of the aisle.
He flashed a dazzling smile.

"What will you ladies be having for lunch?
We have lobster in crème sauce, chicken cordon bleu, or a Caesar's
salad. What's your pleasure?"

Rachel's tanned skin flushed into a crimson
mask. "I'll have the Caesar's salad if you'll personally break the
egg."

Robart let his eyes roam the flushing
redhead's face. "I wouldn't miss the opportunity. Consider it
done." He leaned down, his lips inches from Rachel's, and asked
Barbara, "And for you?"

Barbara suppressed the urge to burst into
laughter. "I'll have the same, and I'd like bottled water to
drink."

"I can arrange that. What would you like to
drink?" He'd turned and faced Rachel.

The musk combined with his masculine scent
washed over her. She pulled the smell deeply into her lungs,
running the tip of her tongue around her lips. Whispering so low
Robart had to lean closer, she answered, "The same."

When he didn't move, Barbara thought for
sure he was going to kiss Rachel, but an attendant bell went off,
and he grudgingly rose up and moved away.

Rachel loosed a low groan.

"What?" Barbara shot her friend a sideways
glance.

"That man makes me so hot I don't think I'll
make it to Florida without changing my jeans. Whew!" She leaned
back and fanned herself with her hand.

"Geez, Rachel. The man is being nice. It's
his job. See, he's being nice to everyone."

"Barbara, give me a break. He's not acting
like this with everyone; watch him. I think he's being, well,
especially nice to me." Rachel cocked her eyebrow and crossed her
arms.

Barbara observed him with several women who
were making no effort to hide what they thought of the attractive
flight attendant. His manner with them was polite but professional.
She turned to Rachel. "All right, girlfriend. This is our vacation,
right?"

"Right."

"We're not here to find husbands or
boyfriends, right?"

"Yeah, but..."

"Right?"

"All right, yes."

"Okay. Then..." Barbara's eyes twinkled
wickedly. "... let's make a bet. If Robart gives you his number,
you win. If you have to ask for it, I win."

"What's the bet?"

"She who loses buys the first margaritas in
Key West."

A lopsided smile highlighted the dimple in
Rachel's left cheek. "You're on."


 


Three

 


The plane had descended over the shallow
depths of Tampa Bay by the time Barbara realized she'd lost the
bet. She'd watched Rachel and Robart intertwine themselves around
each other's soul with each conversation. She only wondered if she
would be spending this vacation alone despite the promise she'd
extracted from her friend. Rachel had a bad habit of doing the
exact thing she hated in others—focusing all her attention on the
new man in her life to the exclusion of everyone else. As the
plane's wheels screeched and bumped along the sun-warmed concrete
to the terminal, Barbara started a mental itinerary for herself. It
had been more than a few years since she'd been to Florida but,
with a map and plenty of time on her hands, she would visit all
those places that had left a warm glow in her heart—with or without
Rachel.

"Hey, you coming or what?" Rachel pushed
Barbara's carry-on bag at her.

"I was planning the vacation I'll be taking
for the next month."

"What? I'm not part of this? I thought you
were going to show me Florida." Rachel turned, her eyebrows rising,
and looked down at her best friend.

"I was guessing by the disgusting public
show of affection between you and Robart, you'd be keeping company
with him the whole time we're here; so, I'm planning on doing what
I've dreamed about for more years than I can count: visiting the
state I consider my home."

"Well, smartass, you're wrong. Robart will
be in town tonight and tomorrow until noon. Then he flies to
England for three days where he will visit his family, France for
two days, Germany for two days, finishing the last leg of the
journey in Italy for two days, then, back here. While you were
sleeping, and may I add you still need to rest more than you've
been getting, we talked about the intense attraction we feel toward
each other. We both want to pursue this relationship as more than
fly-by-night, excuse the pun. He invited us both to dinner at a
place in Tampa, or is it Clearwater; anyway, he's treating us to
dinner at some place called Bern's Steakhouse." Rachel bumped into
Barbara's rigid form stopped in the middle of the walkway.

She turned to the tall redhead, her brown
eyes wide, and repeated, "Bern's Steakhouse?"

"Yeah. Why? Is it really bad or something?"
Rachel dropped her carry-on to the floor and flexed her hand.

"No, no. It's a fabulous, expensive
restaurant in Tampa with tremendous food and an incredible garden
surrounding it; at least, it used to be. It was a quiet, romantic
setting; definitely not the place for three people to have dinner,
especially if only two of them are in lust."

"Barbara." Rachel's voice took on a
dangerous tone. "I know where this is heading. Robart asked both of
us to dinner so we could get to know each other and enjoy his one
night in Tampa before he flies out. Not just me, but both of
us."

"Look, girlfriend, you just told me you
think I need to get more rest. Well, I'm taking your advice. I'll
stay in the hotel tonight. You and Robart go out and enjoy the
evening. I think I need some time to soak in the essence of being
here, again."

"Barb? Are you sure?"

"Yes. Go. Go and enjoy the place the way I
did the first time I was there; enjoy it with someone you care
about a great deal. Lose all sense of time, get wrapped up in
Robart, and walk through the gardens hand in hand. It is a memory
you will always treasure. It needs to be a memory for the two of
you, not for the three of us."

Barbara tromped down the walkway toward the
luggage carousels, Rachel following behind. Once they'd retrieved
their bags, they located the hotel shuttle stop and, when it
finally arrived, rode in silence to their destination. The
landscape had changed so dramatically Barbara felt as if she were
visiting for the first time. She recognized a few buildings in the
skyline but little else. Housing tracts had sprung up in areas that
had been little more than swampland when she'd left the state. Many
of the wild green fields she'd remembered fondly now featured strip
malls with boutiques and small coffee bistros. She realized she
would need some time to accept the tremendous changes that had
occurred to her town while she'd been away.

The shuttle pulled under the covered archway
of the hotel, and a handsome young man dashed out to open the
shuttle doors. Extending a hand, his black eyes sparked with
interest as he helped Barbara out.

"Welcome to Tampa, Miss. If there's anything
I can do?"

Rachel stepped from the vehicle unaided and
snickered as she watched the back of Barbara's neck redden.

"Uhm, uh, thank you," Barbara leaned
slightly to read the nametag on the young man's uniform, "Reynaldo,
but I think we'll be fine." Barbara turned away for a moment and
stopped. When she turned back to face the tanned youngster, Rachel
noted her eyes dancing with mischief.

"However, if we think of anything we
need..." Barbara leaned toward the young man and lowered her voice
to just above a whisper. "We'll call you."

 


~*~

 


The young porter nearly fell on his face as
he watched the sway of hips walking away from him. He hurriedly
grabbed the bags and loaded them on the luggage trolley to follow
the enticing undulation of female entering the hotel. Barbara
tossed a wink over her shoulder to Rachel, who was frowning
thunderously as she brought up the rear.

Reynaldo rolled the luggage trolley to the
front desk and parked it. "I'll be right back." He bolted down the
hallway leading to the offices. At the final portal, he rapped his
knuckles on the door, opening and entering at the same time.

The sandy haired figure behind the desk
grumbled, "I don't remember saying come in."

"Oh, come on, Uncle Steven. Don't be so
grumpy." The young man lounged against the wall.

"Ray-Ray, I told you not to call me Uncle
Steven at work. What is so important you have to come to my office
during your shift, especially when we have guests?" Steven Rodgers
glanced at the bank of security monitors set up on the table next
to his desk. Something about the smaller, dark-haired woman seemed
familiar, but Steven couldn't quite put his finger on it. Mentally
shrugging, he looked up into the chocolate brown eyes of his best
friend's son. "Well?"

"I'll stop calling you Uncle Steven when you
stop calling me Ray-Ray. I'm twenty-five years old and out of
college now. Maybe you can start calling me Reynaldo like everyone
else?"

"Fine, but that's beside the point. Why are
you here in the middle of your shift?"

"Did you see the little brunette checking
in?" Reynaldo pushed away from the wall and pointed to the woman at
the front desk talking animatedly with her friend.

Steven sighed. Reynaldo was infamous for his
dealings with women. Tampa Bay was scattered with broken hearts
from his escapades.

"Reynaldo—company policy prohibits employees
from fraternizing with guests. You signed paperwork acknowledging
that when you were hired. I don't need to lose my franchise, and
have a guest file a lawsuit, all in one day. I don't care if she's
the number one box-office actress in the country; stay away from
her. Do you understand?" Steven continued to enter figures in the
computer. When his statement met with silence, he looked up.
Reynaldo never let an opportunity go by to argue. He claimed it
kept his Cuban blood flowing.

The young man stood shaking his head, light
brown hair barely moving under the gelled exterior.

"Mr. Rodgers, this woman is The Madonna. She
is flawless, and smells like heaven; something about her reminds me
of Hawaii. She smells like those white leis you get when you
graduate from college. Pohua; no that's not it, P, Pi, Pikaki!
That's it. She smells like those Pikaki flowers; sweet and fresh
like an ocean breeze."

Steven stopped, his fingers poised over his
keyboard. He's lost his mind. I've never heard him go on about a
girl, woman, like this. Maybe I should check this girl out. No,
that wouldn't be professional.

The phone on his desk buzzed, and Steven
picked it up. "Yes? Yes, he is. All right, I'll be right out."

"Well, Mr. Montez, your services are
required at the front desk, and so are mine. Seems our computer has
decided to act up, again. You need to get out there, and show our
guests to their room. Remember—no fraternizing." Steven grabbed his
suit coat from the back of his chair and slid into it. He adjusted
his tie and, walking out the door behind Reynaldo, locked his
office.

The young porter bounded out of the hallway
and broke into a wide grin as he wrangled the luggage trolley to
the elevator. "Ladies? Shall we?"

Rachel lifted her eyebrows and elbowed
Barbara. "I'm sure he's talking to you."

Barbara smirked and, grabbing the card keys
from the top of the counter, sauntered to the elevator, Rachel
clumping along beside her.

"Whenever you're ready, Reynaldo."

The doors slid open, and Reynaldo guided the
trolley into the elevator, holding the doors for the two women,
and, once they were safely inside, pushed the button to their
floor, flashing a smile at Donna the desk clerk.

 


~ * ~

 


Steven rounded the corner in time to catch
the familiar sway of hips moving toward the elevator. Reynaldo was
beaming and Donna, the daytime desk clerk, was glowering.

"That man is a total idiot when it comes to
women. The way he fawned over that little one is absolutely
disgusting. Steven? Steven?"

Steven watched as the two women stepped
inside the elevator, turned, and the elevator doors closed. His
heart began to hammer in his chest, and a light coating of sweat
beaded over his forehead. It can't be! She'd be nearly fifty by
now. That young woman can't be but thirty or thirty-one. But, GOD!
It looks so much like her.

"Steven? Are you all right? You look a
little pale. You want me to call someone?" Donna's brow furrowed.
She'd never seen her boss lose his composure. He was pale, and his
hands were shaking.

Steven cleared his throat and, facing the
counter, smiled weakly. "No, I just thought I saw a ghost. Don't
they say everyone has a double? A doppelganger? I think I just saw
a doppelganger, that's all. Now, what was the problem you were
having?"

He walked around the counter and stood
conferencing with his desk clerk. The computer had hung up on the
last guest's reservation—the doppelganger. Steven scrolled through
to the spot where the computer had balked. He read the information
and started coughing. Donna ran to get him a cup of water and, when
she returned, found him sitting in the chair looking dazed. Handing
the cup to him, she heard him mutter.

"A doppelganger with the same name? Can't
be."

 



 


Four

 


Reynaldo stopped the trolley between two
rooms on the eighth floor. Rachel had been so busy looking into the
restaurant on the first level under the atrium she hadn't seen him
stop and ran into his back. Issuing an expletive, she glared at the
attractive young Cuban.

His tanned cheeks flushed. "We're here,
Miss. Which suite first?"

Rachel stepped around the young man and
looked at her friend, her eyes narrowing suspiciously. "What's he
talking about? Suites? Barbara?"

"Rachel," Barbara said, handing Rachel one
of the cards she'd picked up at the front desk, "we each have our
own suite."

"Barbara! That's too damned expensive. We
don't need but one... suite." Rachel pushed the card key back to
her friend.

"Oh, no," Barbara pushed the card to Rachel.
"I remember, very distinctly, making the mistake of sleeping on
your couch one night after we'd gone out, and I was too drunk to
drive home. If memory serves, Gerry showed up 'on his way through'
and you two, interacted, all night long. I was drunk, not
deaf."

Reynaldo turned and snickered behind his
hand. Looking up to find Rachel glaring dangerously at him, he
began to cough.

"Yeah, so, what's that got to do with
now?"

Barbara rolled her eyes. "Robart?"

The angry lines left her friend's face, and
a smile settled on the luscious ruby lips. "Oh, yeah, Robart. Okay,
you win, but I'm buying the first margaritas in Key West."

"Oh? I thought he gave you his number."

"Well, it was sort of a toss-up. He handed
me his number as I asked."

Rachel broke into a wide grin and inserted
the card into the door lock. The door buzzed open, and she grabbed
her carryon bag and suitcase from the trolley. Setting them inside,
she turned to Barbara.

"I'll call you, later, in case you've
changed your mind. We'd love to have you with us. By the way, why
did you sign your maiden name on the register?"

Barbara stood on her toes and pecked her
friend on the cheek. "I want to be sure if I have any college
friends still living in the area, they can find me. None of them
knew my married name and both you and... told me I need to move
forward. I'm going to take your advice. I'll stay in and get more
rest. Get to know your new friend without an audience. Since you'll
be seeing each other in snatches of time, make each moment count."
Barbara walked to the door of her room.

Reynaldo pushed the trolley to the room next
door and took the card key from Barbara.

"May I?"

Barbara smiled and nodded.

The young man opened the door and pushed the
trolley into the living room. He unloaded the bags onto the bed and
opened them. Checking the bathroom as he passed, he stopped and
turned to Barbara. "Please, let me know if there is anything I can
do to make your stay here more comfortable."

Barbara grabbed her purse and began to
rummage for her wallet.

Reynaldo held up his hand. "Don't. I would
consider it an insult to take money from a lady. This is part of my
job, and I'm happy to do it for you." He took her hand and laid the
card key in it. Backing away two steps, he stopped, and bowed
slightly from the waist. "I am at your beck and call. Please do not
hesitate." Turning, he walked out the door closing it behind
him.

Barbara smiled and moved to the bedroom. It
had already been a long day. A five-hour flight, losing three hours
going from the West coast to the East coast, and two and a half
hours of luggage-wrangling, and hotel check-in was taking its toll
on her. All she wanted to do was lay down and take a nap. She moved
the suitcase to the opposite side of the bed and lay down, a
nameless tune swirling in the back of her memory. The last thing
she remembered was the dazzling smile on Reynaldo's tanned
face.

 


~ * ~

 


Steven picked up the phone and speed-dialed
#3. The cacophony of sound that greeted his ears caused him to pull
the instrument away from his ear.

"Hello? Ray?" Steven found himself
yelling.

"Hello? Hello? Hold on a minute."

The noise grew increasingly louder, a
persistent thunk-thunk-thunk underscoring the sound of metal
scraping on metal and bu-bu-bu-bu of jackhammers against concrete.
Suddenly, the noise abated to background. "Hello?"

"Hey, Ray."

"What's the matter? Is it Ray-Ray?" Panic
oozed from the phone.

"No. Reynaldo, as he has corrected me to
call him, is just fine. Something has come up that I need to get
your take on." Steven leaned back in his chair and glanced at the
monitors on the side desk. He watched Reynaldo bound out of the
elevator, the luggage trolley careening in front of him. Steven
grimaced. "I think I've seen a ghost."

"I told you to stop drinking your lunch.
What are you talking about?"

Steven heard Ray cover the phone and holler
to someone.

"If this is a bad time, Ray, I'll call
back." He tapped a pencil on the desk.

"No. Sorry, Steven, go ahead. You said you
think you saw a ghost. Is this an old ghost or a new ghost? Should
I be contacting the guys in white coats?" Ray snickered at his own
joke.

"Man, you always did have the worst sense of
humor. Do you remember the girl I dated when we were in
college?"

"Oh, like that really narrows the suspects
down. Steven, you had so many women, I'm surprised your pecker
hasn't fallen off. Which beauty queen are you talking about
now?"

"When we had our band, there was one gal in
particular I dated, remember? Her name was Barbara Hamilton. She
was a little older, and we were hot and heavy for a couple years.
She left because I didn't want to settle down and get married...
biggest mistake of my life," Steven ended in a mutter.

"God, how could I forget? You drove us nuts
for nearly a year pining over her. When you married Lisa, we
finally quit hearing about her."

"That was the second biggest mistake of my
life—marrying Lisa." Steven frowned, tapping his pencil even harder
on the desktop.

"Maybe so, but you wouldn't have Marcus and
Alana. We tried to tell you to take that drumming gig with Cult
Explosion or she'd make your life hell, but you wouldn't listen. If
I remember correctly, your comment went something like, 'She loves
me for who I am not what I do.' Right?"

"Bite me. I thought she was like Barbara.
How was I to know she was thinking I was going to be the next Phil
Collins? Anyway, that's off the subject." Steven realized he was
hitting the desk so hard with the pencil the sound was echoing off
his walls. He opened his desk drawer and dropped in the pencil.

"Yeah, what was the question?" Ray chuckled
into the phone.

"Do you remember Barbara?" Steven glanced at
the monitors. He hoped to catch a glimpse of the doppelganger
before he went home.

"Yes. Do you think you saw her? What's she
look like now? Must be getting pretty old, huh?"

"Actually, that's the problem. The gal I saw
looks exactly the way Barbara did when she left here twenty-five
years ago, and that's only part of the mystery. I figured maybe she
had a daughter who came back to see Tampa, but the name on the
register is Barbara Hamilton. Ray, she hasn't aged a minute since
she left!" Steven leaned forward and thumped his finger on the desk
to make his point.

"Man, you've lost it. I'll tell you again.
Stop drinking your lunch. There is no way Barbara could have stayed
the same over all these years. It's just not possible. Maybe she
named her daughter the same, you know, Barbara Junior, same as I've
done with Ray-Ray. I think you're lettin' Lisa get to you and
daydreaming of the old times when things were a whole lot
easier. Tell you what; why don't you meet me after work at the bar,
and we'll talk about it. I'm really pushing the deadline to get
this housing division built and need to rag on these guys about
standing around. See ya at seven. Bye, Steven."

Ray was right. Lisa had been giving him fits
about alimony and child support. She didn't want to grasp the idea
the money wasn't going to be there, and she'd have to go to work to
survive. Alana, their youngest, had graduated from college last
year and was pursuing her doctorate with scholarships she'd won for
her grades and research work. The courts had cut him loose,
legally, and there wasn't a thing Lisa could do but call daily and
make his life miserable. The intercom buzzed as if on cue.

"Sorry, Steven." Donna's voice quivered.
"That—woman—is on the phone again. If I didn't know how awful she'd
be to you, I'd hang up every time she calls. She is the rudest
person I've ever met."

"Yeah, I know. Thanks for warning me."
Steven pulled in a deep breath, picked up the phone, and pushed the
button.

"Thank you for calling the Sheraton, this is
Steven. How may I help you?"

"It's about damn time. You can help by
making sure you get your ass over to the house tomorrow night to
have dinner with your daughter before she leaves for England. Or
have you forgotten and made a date with some new bimbo?"

Steven and Lisa had been divorced for five
years, but she never missed an opportunity to harangue him about
his dating life.

"I've not forgotten. How could I? You've
called once a day, every day, this week and, on several occasions,
twice a day to remind me of the dinner as well as several other
items you seem to think life-threatening. I'll be there. I'm going
to miss my daughter as much as you are, and won't throw away my
chance to spend time with her."

"Oh, I see. You're coming over just to spend
time with her? You don't want to see me, just her? Well, sorry,
lover boy, I live in the house with her and, like it or not, you
have to see me, too. Just be there at 6:00 p.m. sharp. We start
eating whether
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