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            Never Be Mine

          

          Izzy

        

      

    

    
      I take a deep breath to prepare myself, quickly glancing over to our spot. Nope, he’s not here yet.

      It’s busy at Millie’s on a Sunday. The lunch rush is underway, but as always, Millie, the owner, has a reserved sign on our table. She gives me a wink as soon as she sees me slide in the door, while she pours coffee for a crew of workers that must have come in from the construction site outside our town.

      “Damn, I’m glad we listened to that loon, Jerry. Gotta say, the idiot never gets anything right, but when he said this is the place to come for good food, the boy was right,” one of the big burly men from the table says with a chuckle, as I walk by and take a seat at the table marked Reserved.

      “Don’t you dare make fun of that boy,” Millie chastises. “He’s trying. He’s learning and applying himself. You don’t know him.” She raises a hand to stop the big guy from talking. “’Cause if you did, you’d know that he spent five years looking after his sick mama. Quit college to come home, took odd jobs to pay for her medical bills only to have to bury her. Has that tainted the man’s spirit?” she continues without waiting for a response. “No, he gets up and works his ass off to save money to make sure his sister has the chance he didn’t have to go to school.”

      A slimmer man with a goatee finally speaks up. “Ma’am, we didn’t know.”

      “That’s because you don’t ask. Look around you,” she says, her gaze flitting around the room. “Every person here has a story. Parts of them are beautiful and parts are ugly. It’s the whole story that tells you about that person.” With that, Millie pours more coffee into their mugs and even fills up their thermoses. “Have a good day, fellas.”

      As she begins to move away, the big man stands. “Thank you for reminding a cynical old man that everyone has a story, even if we aren’t aware of it. Now we’ve got to get going. We have a young man to mentor. Would you mind packing a burger for Jerry? I don’t think that boy is eating right.”

      “Finish your coffee, and I’ll get it right out to you,” Millie responds, walking away with a sly smile on her lips. She does that. Not just for Jerry, but for anyone she hears being put down. On one of my first days in town, I came in to get myself a coffee and contemplate the changes I was making by moving here and into my grandma’s old place. Within minutes, Millie was over at my table and embracing me like a mother hen. Over the last few months, I’ve heard her put people in their place, but also encourage some, advise some, and ignore some.

      That was a lesson to learn, the “ignore some.” Millie doesn’t waste time on people who are out to ruin themselves or others. I’ve only seen her do this a handful of times, yet I know for Millie to just serve and not connect means that these people may not be worth connecting with.

      Today is a celebration lunch. I’ll be starting my new job at the school across the way teaching kindergarten, and there’s also the official opening of Saint’s new medical clinic. I won’t be teaching my preferred age group, but it’s still a great job, and if all goes well, with time, I can move into the primary grades. Saint and I eat lunch together every Sunday and talk about the ups and downs of our week. Or, really, about anything and everything.

      From the time I woke up in the ambulance with Saint looming over me, barking orders to the EMT, I knew he was special. Special to me, that is. He was loud, but his touch was delicate, caring. He looked at me like I had three heads when I asked about my boots, and since then, he keeps referring to me as Boots or Miss Boots. I think he checked me for a concussion after that. However, when I came to again in the hospital, my grandma’s boots were sitting next to the chair where Saint sat fast asleep.

      He stayed with me day and night until I was released. He took me home, settled me in, and visited daily. During that time, I found out he’d been in Special Forces as a medic. That explained a whole lot; his attention was that of a man trained in helping others. And let’s not forget that he felt a certain obligation due to the fact that I was able to stop some crazy woman, Melissa, from shooting his “brother,” who I later found out was his Satan’s Pride brother. Although, it must be said, we formed a friendship through all that, and that makes the tussle with Melissa worth the trouble.

      It seems I’ve been adopted into Satan’s Pride as an honorary member. They even held a barbeque in my honor. I was embarrassed by the attention, but thank goodness for those wives, and my new friends, the Lady Pride. That’s what they call themselves. Being new to town and having spent far too much time updating my grandmother’s house into a home for me and my brother, when he’s home on leave, didn’t leave much time to make friends.

      Sofia was the first to come and visit one afternoon with her fiancé, Demon. Demon was the man trying to protect Sofia from the woman with the gun. Sofia’s a lawyer, and Demon is a mechanic of sorts, but I found out later that he’s also a singer-songwriter. I’ve been listening to his songs on the radio. He’s really, really good. When I asked Sofia why he doesn’t pursue it further, she just smiled and said, “Demon needs his own time. He decided long ago never to be swept up in the business. I think it makes him more special.” I have to admit, he’s awesome. Not very talkative, but he’s got a smile that would melt your heart.

      Ava seems to be the leader of the pack. She’s married to Guard, who is the president of Satan’s Pride MC. She’s sweet and gentle to the core, but when I mentioned wanting to get back to gardening, she lost her mind and made sure I sat on the porch while she and Maddie planted the rest of the flowers. Since I was recovering from my idiotic act of bravery, Ava was not happy seeing me in the garden. Their kids ran around the back of the house giggling and laughing. I found out that Ava’s son, Gavin, is starting at the same school where I’ll be teaching and may be in my class. Maddie I recognized right away. She’s the lead singer in the Smoking Guns. Her music is my jam. I crank it up and dance to it in the kitchen as I cook. I was starstruck, and here she was, planting flowers in my backyard.

      Then I met Vivi, and I’ll admit that she scared me a little bit. Her feistiness can be a little overwhelming. Thank goodness her anger was directed at that Melissa person. She would have had Melissa face a firing squad if she had her way. As I got to know her, I couldn’t help but admire her style, and it turns out she makes her own jewelry and other eclectic pieces, and, well, I love to shop. Our bond formed over online shopping.

      That leaves Hanna. I believe she’s trying single-handedly to feed the world the greatest desserts. She seems so put together, running her own shop, taking care of her little baby boy, Romeo, and, of course, taking care of her hubby, Risk. She makes it all look easy. I can see the love between them. It’s incredible. All the women have their soul mates, and I’m happy for them.

      The ding above the door pulls me back into the here and now as I watch Saint fill the doorway with his large form. He’s got short-cropped dark-brown hair, and a sexy goatee frames his full lips that form  that sexy half smile that makes my heart beat a little faster every time I see it. With his wide shoulders and narrow waist, I’m sure he’s got the perfect V shape with the abs to go with it. Saint struts through the door, giving a two-finger salute to Millie, letting her know he’s here and ready for his standard order: Millie’s hamburger.

      DeeDee, the new waitress, has been chomping at the bit to get Saint to notice her. Even now, she’s unbuttoning another button on her uniform to show off her ample bosom and freshening her lips with a matte red lipstick. Then the brazen woman touches his arm as he walks by, totally letting him know her availability. I envy DeeDee. There’s no way I could do that. She’s so secure with herself, I both admire and envy her.

      As Saint walks by her, he pats her ass and gives her that knowing wink. It seems that all DeeDee’s efforts are paying off. A heavy weight on my heart lands hard, and I lower my eyes to give myself a moment to compose myself. I can’t deny it, I’ve hoped and wished for Saint to look at me. Really look at me!

      But I’ve become his adopted little sister. When we first met, it felt like more. Even now, he gets protective, and, in the hospital, I thought he was going to rip the doctor to shreds. What I’ve figured out is that he’s loyal to his brothers, a sweet uncle to all the little rug rats in his club, takes the time to help out some of the older folks in town, and makes house calls for anyone who can’t get to his clinic. He’s been taking whatever other courses he needs to ramp up his practice in town, and although he’s been a doctor for years, he refers to himself as a medic. I guess it’s a tie he has to his army days, and I can see this means something to him.

      “Hey, Miss Boots, you started without me.”

      I look up from the cup I’m cradling in my hands, and, as always, he takes my breath away. I clear my throat before responding.

      “Boots needs herself some coffee. Some things just can’t be denied, and I cannot be denied coffee,” I tell him, hoping my smile reaches my eyes.

      He laughs at my dedication to coffee. It’s a love, really. I have a pantry full of different beans and varieties. When he was over one day and asked if there was anything else he could get me, since I was told not to move for a few days, I jumped at the chance that he would make a pot of coffee. He’s been teasing me about it ever since.

      “Besides, I know you gave your order to Millie,” I say.

      “We always have the same thing. I don’t have to give my order to Millie.” He shrugs. “She just knows.” There it is, that twinkle in his eyes. I could live ten lifetimes and still never tire of that grin and his sexy Southern drawl. Today, he’s looking particularly badass with that bandana on his head, and he’s wearing a black T-shirt with the Satan’s Pride devil with a halo peeking out from under his short sleeve.

      I forget about DeeDee or any other biker bunnies, or, as Vi calls them, sweet butts, or biker sluts. He tells me about his clinic’s grand opening and wanting to just hang a sign, but Ava insists that this is a big deal and needs to be celebrated.

      I smile. “I agree.”

      “You’re supposed to be on my side,” Saint tells me, leaning back in his chair.

      “Hear me out. This event isn’t just for you. It’s for all your brothers who have helped to renovate, all the women spending their time decorating or feeding the crew of men, and it’s for the town to celebrate that they’re not driving miles to get to a hospital. You need to recognize that you want this to be simple, and that’s great ’cause that’s your personality, but your friends are proud of you. Let them celebrate you.”

      “You’ll be there?” he asks. “It’ll be bearable if you’re there that night.”

      The flutter in my belly floats again: hope. “Wouldn’t miss it,” I tell him quietly, our eyes meeting, connecting.

      The silence is broken by DeeDee carrying over our plates. Burger and fries for Saint, fully loaded omelet for me.

      “I couldn’t eat all that if I tried,” DeeDee says as she sets my plate in front of me. “Lucky you have a good metabolism, or that will catch up to you.” This is directed at me. And suddenly, the once magnificent omelet I’ve been having every Sunday for over a month turns to sawdust in my mouth.

      I’m not a health fanatic. I live life happy, eating well and enjoying it. I don’t work out vigorously, but am committed to walking or exercising three to four times a week. Up until that moment, I thought I was cute. I’m only five feet four and a half inches tall and have curves, but I’m fit. Not lean or svelte, but fit. My mom says that I have an angel face, because it’s heart shaped with a perky nose and bow lips. She’s a little biased, although Dad agrees.

      DeeDee is super hot and übersexy, lean and cut. Her legs are long, her waist tiny. When she struts across the room, she owns it. Suddenly, I feel insignificant. It has nothing to do with DeeDee. This is on me.

      I tell the kids in my classes all the time to be unique, be you, and here I am wishing I was DeeDee because I can see that she captures Saint’s eye in a way that I don’t. And just like that, hope disappears.

      How I manage to get through the rest of lunch with a smile is a miracle, but I do. I even make it through DeeDee leaving her number on the back of the bill and handing it to Saint. No matter how often I try to pay for lunch, he flat-out refuses. Now, he just gives me a look before the bill hits the table. I stopped fighting it, but instead, I’ve made pies or cookies and given him some of my homemade jam. Whenever I do, he takes those happily.

      “Thanks for lunch,” I say. “I love hearing about the new clinic and catching up,” I tell him as we exit the diner. I give Millie a little wave and a smile. She blows me a kiss back.

      “Same time next week, Boots?” he asks, slipping the bill in his pocket. Usually, he throws it out in the bin next to the door. I know what that means. It means that Saint will never be mine.

      “You have the open house Saturday. You may want to sleep in on Sunday,” I gently remind him.

      “I’ll drag myself out of bed for you.” He winks, nudging his arm against my shoulder, because, yes, he is that tall. A full foot taller than me, and when I look up at him, I melt.

      Even though I know DeeDee will be in his bed tonight and the more I see him, the more my heart crumbles, I say, “Then absolutely.”

      As I walk away, I look over my shoulder to wave a little goodbye.
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      Saint hangs back as I walk across the street and farther down the sidewalk, until I reach the side street where I live. I glance back. Big mistake. Saint is sitting on his motorcycle, legs splayed out in front of him, with DeeDee between them, leaning in, his hands on her ass.

      Yes, big mistake! Tears pool in my eyes as I race home to lick my wounds.

      Several hours later, after a lengthy release of emotion in the form of tears, I decide that it’s time to move on. Saint’s a friend. Just because I feel more doesn’t mean he does, and living in dreamland waiting for him to notice me is just plain silly.

      This means it’s time for me to move forward, get to know other people in town, focus on the new job, and treat myself to some pampering. As I look down at my hands, well-worn from gardening, painting, and cleaning, I decide it’s time for a manicure. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror on the way to my purse to find my cell phone and decide that a spa day is in order, the complete package. Hair, nails, toes, and maybe a walk through the local shops to find myself a new outfit. Today is “take care of Izzy” day.

      How I managed to snag an appointment for Carlo’s Salon on such short notice is simply a miracle from God. Carlo’s is so busy that most people make their appointments an entire year ahead. I happen to get lucky that he has a cancellation today and snag that in a hurry. I remember Ava telling me that Carlo is the master of all that is hair.

      It may sound a little cowardly, but I decide to take the roundabout way through town to the salon. I don’t want to encounter another view of Saint and DeeDee in a clinch, if they’re still with each other.

      Once I’m in the salon and in the chair, Carlo weaves his hands through my hair, feeling its texture and looking at me, our eyes meeting through the mirror.

      “Bella mia, your hair is extravagant,” Carlo says as I quirk a brow in the mirror.

      “It’s long brown hair. It’s plain,” I respond.

      “It’s thick, healthy, and luscious. Darling, you and Maddie would hit top spot for the most amazing hair. I would add a few undertones to add depth and frame it around your face, so that when it falls free, it frames that perfect angel face.” He bops my nose with a finger. He’s sweet and funny as hell. In the short time I’ve been sitting in his chair, he’s flounced around his shop, cracking jokes, teasing his patrons, and plain old having a great time. This is a man who loves his job, and it shows.

      “I leave myself in your hands, Carlo,” I tell him, rolling my hand as one would in a royal bow.

      “Cute,” he says, “But you are correct. I’m the king of my castle.” He spreads his arms to encompass his shop, making me giggle. “Your eyes are incredible. Such a deep green, and that creamy complexion. Good gracious, you’re a little doll.”

      This is just what I need today. Me time.

      “Izzy?” I hear my name called. Ava is standing by the front desk.

      “You know my Izzy?” Carlo asks, then directs Ava into the chair next to mine.

      “I do,” she says, looking up at Carlo as he wraps a black cape around Ava. When she’s settled, she reaches out a hand to clasp mine. “I didn’t know you came here.”

      “It’s my first time. I need a little pick-me-up before starting my new job.” I smile at her. “I’m doing a ‘me’ afternoon, including a mani-pedi.”

      “Good. I wish I’d thought of it. We could have had a girls’ day out with Vi and the others.” Ava pouts playfully.

      “It gives us a great excuse to plan another day out,” I say, causing Ava to laugh.

      “For sure.” Changing the subject, she asks, “Are you looking forward to teaching kindergarten?”

      “I am. I’ve been doing a lot of research on best practices and looking at the main areas to cover in the curriculum. I have cool ideas for some activity tables to engage in socialization,” I say, and continue to list some of my thoughts about encouraging the children to embrace education.

      “You love it, don’t you? Teaching,” she clarifies.

      I realize I’ve been blathering on, and my cheeks turn pink. “Yeah, I do.”

      “That’s the kind of teacher I want for Gavin. He’s so excited to be in your class.” Then she gives a little laugh. “Although, we’ve been practicing calling you Miss Malcom instead of Auntie Izzy.”

      That’s high praise. I know that she and Guard are dedicated, hands-on parents, and knowing that they trust me with Gavin is definitely a good feeling. “That’s sweet.”

      “You’re coming to the grand opening, right?” It may be phrased as a question, but truly it’s an order.

      “Yes,” I sigh. “I promised.” I lower my eyes, not wanting to give away my feelings.

      “You don’t sound too excited about it.”

      I’m not, I want to say. Being around Saint all night while he’s surrounded by beautiful girls, all latching on to him, is not my idea of fun. “I’m not sure what to wear.” I say the first thing that comes to mind.

      “You have a posse, Izzy. As a matter of fact, Vi would lose her mind if you don’t call her for guidance.”

      “Vi’s style is a little…uh…well, um…much for me,” I reply cautiously, biting my lower lip. I don’t want to insult Vi or Ava and I value their friendships, but I know I can’t pull off their styles.

      “Vi’s talent is allowing your own style to shine through. Honestly, Izzy, she would love for you to call her. Vi’s soft, much softer than she appears,” Ava confides. “The party is pretty much come as you are, but who doesn’t love the opportunity to buy a new dress?”

      Well, I decided that I’m moving on. Maybe a newer, fresher Izzy is just what I need. “Okay, I’ll call her when I’m done here.”

      “You got her number?” Ava asks, surprised.

      “When she came to visit a few weeks back, she took the phone out of my hand and put her number in,” I tell her. Vi’s exact words were “You got my digits, use them, Boots,” and Saint, who was sitting beside me, burst out laughing at my shocked expression.

      Two and a half hours later, my hair is bouncing around my shoulders with a soft wave and feels silky soft. I chose a pale pink enamel called Bunnykins for my nails. It’s warm with a shimmer, but acceptable for a professional teacher. I hang out for a little longer to keep Ava company, and when we’re both done, we hug and go our separate ways. I promise to call Vi.
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      “Boots,” Vi answers, “I was thinking you were never going to call.”

      “Sorry, Vi. I’ve been working on my day plans for the first weeks of school. But today I went to get my hair done, and Ava said I should give you a call to help me find a dress for Saturday,” I tell her.

      “Awesome!” she singsongs. “We can meet tomorrow, if you’re free. Although, I’m totally bummed I didn’t get an invite to girls’ day.”

      “It was totally unexpected that Ava and I met up and a very last-minute thought.” I pause before adding, “I want to hang around the house tomorrow. Davey is supposed to call, but I won’t know what time. It’s been two weeks, and I really want to speak with my brother.” I soften my tone. “I worry about him. Hearing his voice confirms he’s safe, at least for now.”

      “Let’s do later in the week. I’ll text you once I talk to Orion and see when he can watch Gabby.”

      “How is the sweet little princess?”

      “Spoiled! Thanks to her daddy.” She laughs.

      “You love it.”

      Vi lowers her tone, and a mother’s love shines through loud and clear. “I do. Orion is so wonderful with her, and I can’t imagine our lives without her.”

      “I’m glad for you. Text when you get a chance.”

      “Bye, Boots,” she teases and lets me go.
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      The week passes quickly, starting with a call from Davey. My brother only allows me to call him Davey, and Mom cringes when I do. “His name is David Alexander Malcolm. He’s not a cartoon character,” she would say. In my defense, it was a tough name for a two-year-old, and Davey just stuck.

      Davey’s doing well and has been told that he has a leave coming up in three months. It’ll be great to hug him again. I tell him all about his room. I took down the flowery wallpaper that Nana had up and painted the room a gray blue. I restained all the bedroom furniture, removed the stark white paint, and let the natural oak shine through. I added some knickknacks from his boxes, pictures of family and friends, and some of his trophies.

      “You’re doing too much,” Davey says.

      “It needed to be done, and it’s kept me out of trouble.” I snicker. I haven’t told him about the incident at the cemetery or my time in the hospital because he would lose his mind. He has to concentrate on staying safe. “Once I start teaching, I’m sure I won’t have time to do all the things I wanted to get done.”

      “I can help when I’m back. Make a list.”

      “I want time with you when you’re home.”

      “You work, remember? I’ll do stuff then, and when you get back, it’ll be our time.”

      “How long will you be home?”

      “At least a week, more if I can get it.”

      My heart does a little happy dance. Most of the time, we’re lucky if he can get a three-day pass. “Mom will want to see you,” I say, gently reminding him that Mom is constantly worried about her baby boy.

      “Yeah, she’s said as much. That’s why I’m hoping I can snag another few days. Then I can head out and see them before I go back.” He sighs. Getting time off is difficult. This is his last tour, and I know all of us will be breathing easier once he’s home. “Gotta go, bugaboo. Same time next week?”

      I love when he calls me bugaboo. “I start work then. Can we do an evening call or weekend?”

      “After seventeen hundred hours. Got it. Love ya, sis.”

      “Love you and miss you too.” The click disconnects our call, and I set the phone back in its place, all the while saying a silent prayer that Davey stays safe.

      Then, of course, my day out shopping with Vi was a success. The more time I get to spend with Vi, the more I see what Ava says about her sweetness. Many hours and fifty outfits later, I have a casual dress for the opening and some awesome outfits for work.

      All this a great distraction, until, of course, tonight.

      I put on the pale blue dress Vi raved about the second I tried it on. It’s fitted on the top, with a pleated skirt that stops at my knees. The simple cut accentuates my breasts and hugs me snug at the waist. The free-flowing material makes a soft whoosh around my thighs. I do my best to duplicate the cascading waves in my hair. It doesn’t quite have Carlo’s flair, but I think it still looks really good. Since I’m not big on makeup, I go for a light dusting of powder and gloss. I’m lucky my lashes are long and thick, which suits me fine since I would probably make a mess with mascara.

      It’s only a ten-minute walk to the clinic, but I’m dragging my heels. I give myself a little pep talk along the way. Saint is just a friend, and I’m grateful for him as such. This is the new me, moving on and meeting more people from our quaint town. I’m going to be open-minded and have a nice time. I smooth my hands over my dress, fix my smile in place, and open the door.
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        Saint

      

      

      We’re only an hour in, and I want to sneak out the back. The only reason I’ve lasted this long is because Izzy promised to show. I didn’t think the town had this many people, and they’re all crowding into the main reception area of my new clinic. I search the busy room for Izzy. Having her bright smile beaming my way seems to calm me down.

      Finally, I catch Izzy’s profile as she chats away with Hanna near the food table. I begin my approach, making small talk
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


