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      I tugged at the stiff collar of my white cotton dress shirt, resisted—barely—the urge to loosen the crimson and silver tie at my neck. Then I stopped myself and just stood perfectly still. Still like the thick humid air.

      Heat glimmered visibly over the tarmac, in what was already turning out to be the first of one the hottest days this summer and in Texas that was saying a lot. It was only May.  The heat amplified the scent of jet fuel, making it almost visible, too, in the shimmering waves.

      It might be my imagination, but standing perfectly still—the sun baking my skin—seemed to make the heat more bearable. That level of bearability was relative. The only thing that really helped at all was stepping back into the air conditioning. Today that was not an option. Today I stood in the heat, keeping my body still, my mind blank.

      An impressive Phenom waited several yards off to my right. I’d already done the preflight check in. The airplane was waiting and ready to go.

      The constant roar of jets coming and going at the Houston airport never ended. It ebbed and flowed like anything else, but it never ended. Not even here on the western edge of the airport outside the Skye Travels private terminal

      I slid my shades over my eyes and watched a little speck in the sky as it moved this way, slowly growing larger.

      I knew that if I looked away, I could lose sight of it. So I kept my gaze focused on the little speck until it slowly took the shape of an airplane.

      I knew the moment the wheels dropped down. Watched the plane make a wide turn as it came in for a landing from the west.

      As the wheels hit the tarmac in a smooth as silk landing, I saw the splash of red that identified the plane as one of the Skye Travels fleet.

      As the airplane, a medium sized jet, taxied toward the private terminal, I continued to wait. To stand perfectly still like a sentinel.

      The steady roar of the air conditioning unit behind me blended with the roar of the jet as it neared. Two men riding on an empty luggage cart rumbled toward the airplane.

      Most passengers had a car waiting for them.

      But not today.

      Today the passengers wouldn’t need a car.

      Today the plane brought the body of my best friend home.

      And I had the worst job of all.

      My job was to be here for his fiancé. To fly her wherever she wanted to go from here.

      At least that was the plan as I knew it.

      The last time I had seen my best friend, Brady Parker, an Air Force officer, was five months ago. I remembered it well.

      The three of us—me, Grace, and Brady, had sat at the little bar across the street and drank to his promotion.

      He was being shipped off to a classified location. And Grace was going with him.

      They couldn’t tell anyone, not even me, where they were going, but I’d suspected Japan. Although I still didn’t know for sure, I still suspected Japan.

      I shifted from one foot to the other as the door opened and the stairs were lowered.

      Brady had met Grace at an officer’s reception just over two years ago. Brady had fallen in love instantly. I’d been there. I’d seen it happen with my own eyes.

      I had made it a point to keep my distance from Grace, only seeing her when Brady was with her. It was a code my older brothers had taught me.

      Grace had always seemed mysterious to me. Not only was she quiet, with eyes that missed nothing, she looked like she’d stepped out of the 1930s. Red lipstick. Wavy hair pulled back on either side left to cascade around her shoulders.

      I’d never seen her when she wasn’t wearing a blazer and a pencil skirt. Except for that one time I’d seen her wearing slacks with her blazer.

      I fisted my hands and clenched my jaw. This would be just about the first time I had interacted with Grace without Brady’s presence.

      And now I was expected to spend the next few hours alone with her. Just her.

      When my brother, Dylan, came to the door, I recognized his expression. Dylan had drawn the short straw on this one. No pilot wanted the be the one to fly with a casket. But now he’d done his part.

      Brady would be delivered to his family. Then a military funeral. The whole nine yards. Brady would have been pleased. He lived for two things in life. The Air Force and Grace.

      Dylan motioned for me to come his way.

      I groaned and looked away. Nothing could be easy, could it?
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      My life was like a snow globe. Just when I thought I had a direction… when I thought things were settled, everything turned upside down. At any point in time, I believed wholeheartedly that a series of unexpected twists and turns had led me to that moment. This moment included.

      The flight to Houston had been uneventful. Uneventful considering that my fiancé’s casket rode behind me. There was a curtain hanging between me and it, but I could feel it there.

      Our pilot was Dylan Worthington, the brother of my fiancé’s best friend, Conner. Both brothers flew for Skye Travels, a family company. Their company. Their planes.

      Brady loved them like they were his own family.

      He and Conner had been friends since they were children.

      The landing was so smooth, I didn’t even know we were on the ground until the plane started to slow down. Dylan was that good. He couldn’t help but be good. His grandfather, Noah Worthington was considered one of the best pilots in the country. He had inherited his grandfather’s genes.

      I stared out the window, hoping to distract myself from my thoughts. A man in uniform stood outside the Skye Travels terminal. Probably Conner Worthington. Conner would meet me here. Me and Brady.

      Sunlight glimmered across the tarmac and I braced myself for the Texas heat.

      Born and bred in Texas, and I still couldn’t bear the humid heat. It was unnatural. Like walking through an oven. That was one of the reasons I wouldn’t have minded moving to Japan if it had worked out for Brady.

      That and I was a lifelong learner. I’d already started playing around with the language. I was fairly certain I would never learn to write it though. I could recognize a couple of symbols, so I knew I would survive. But not without Brady. I wouldn’t live in Japan without someone. I wasn’t that brave.

      As Dylan brought the plane to a stop, I slid my shades over my eyes. I hadn’t cried for Brady. I had been and still was stunned, but my eyes stayed dry.

      Brady worshiped the ground I walked on. He would have done anything for me and I had no doubt about that. He was one of those once in a lifetime people that I was fortunate enough to cross paths with.

      I heard Dylan moving about in the cockpit. I would need to get up soon and face the next step in this nightmare.

      I watched as two men drove an empty luggage cart up to the plane. The last time Brady and I had flown with Skye Travels, we’d had a car waiting for us. This time it looked like Brady got a luggage cart.

      Leaning back against the leather headrest, I closed my eyes and unbuckled my seatbelt.

      Dylan opened the door, letting in the hot, humid breeze that came with Texas.

      I hadn’t planned on coming back to Texas. At least not alone.

      I dubbed it the snow globe effect.

      Now my life would go back to the way it had been before Brady or some semblance thereof. Brady had come into my life like a whirlwind and then just like that, he was gone.

      I’d thought we had forever, but our forever was no more than a whisper of seconds.

      I picked up my handbag and stood up, stretching muscles I’d barely moved since Dylan had picked me up at the Boston airport.

      When Dylan turned and looked at me, I saw pity in his eyes. Probably just compassion, but there was a fine line. A fine line I hadn’t developed the ability to discern.

      I didn’t want anyone’s pity. I didn’t have time for it.

      I had a lot to do. A lot of decisions to make, none of them pleasant.

      Now that Brady… his body… was back in Houston, his family would take him from here. My responsibility… my life… with him was over.

      It was as it should be. He had asked me to marry him a hundred times. And I had said no… not now… a hundred times.

      So I had no claim to anything related to him. A fiancé did not qualify as a widow.

      In an odd way, it felt almost like it was meant to be this way.

      “Ready?” Dylan asked.

      I nodded and followed him to the door.

      He went down first. I paused at the door—the threshold back into the life I had left behind when I met Brady.

      I didn’t regret it. I had learned a lot about myself. About life. About loss.

      I wouldn’t trade my experiences for anything and at the same time I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.

      Conner Worthington stood at the bottom of the stairs.

      Unlike his brother, Conner’s expression was unreadable.

      I wondered what Conner might be feeling.

      He and Brady had been close. And they were young. Thirty-two. A thirty-two-year-old man was not supposed to have to bury his best friend.

      I couldn’t see Conner’s eyes and I realized with a start that I wanted to. Needed to. For the first time in two days, I actually felt something.

      Seeing Conner made me feel. I needed to see Conner’s eyes. I needed to see how he felt. And for the first time in two days, since the officers had come to my door, I felt tears welling in my own eyes.

      My life may be going back to the way it had been before I’d met Brady, but I wasn’t the same.
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      It was a cool late spring night. May. I was with my best friend Brady at a reception hall in downtown Houston. The room was elegantly decorated in an abundance of white flowers. Hydrangeas. Peonies. Gardenias.

      White table clothes on the little round tables strategically placed around the room.

      The reception room looked like a scene from a 1940s USO gathering. And according to Brady, that was the intention.

      A five-piece orchestra, all dressed in black, in one corner provided background music. Big band music sure to get louder as the night progressed.

      The guests were a mixture of military officers and civilians like myself. It was some kind of charity event. Brady had told me which one, but I’d been to so many charity events over the years they all blended together.

      Brady only wanted me here because he didn’t want to come alone. We stood on one side of the room filled with the scent of cigar smoke. A cigar bar was a rare thing these days and who knows how much pull they must have had to make that happen.

      Unlike the USO, which according to all accounts did not allow alcohol, champagne flowed freely tonight.

      A young lady dressed in an emerald green blazer and tight pencil skirt, wearing a little hat was coming our direction. She looked the part. I had to give them that.

      “It’s not so bad, huh,” Brady said, looking in the girl’s direction.

      “Nothing to it,” I said. “But you still owe me.”

      “I didn’t think you’d let me off the hook.”

      “Not a chance.”

      Wondering just how long I was going to have to stay, I scanned the room. From the looks of things, I was the only one wondering that. Everyone else seemed to be having a grand time. Standing in little groups, talking, laughing. Formal events weren’t really my scene. I preferred a pool hall and a beer.

      I could do both, of course. As the grandson of the wealthy and powerful Noah Worthington, I had no choice but to be raised properly.

      My gaze landed on one of the USO girl servers across the room. Like the others—I counted five altogether, this one was wearing a pencil skirt and blazer—hers was in a deep burgundy color. A little matching hat. Black stockings with a seam up the back. High heels.

      She wore a smile on her bow shaped red lips as she turned. Her gaze landed square onto mine. And held.

      For a moment, maybe two, maybe ten, everything else faded. It was just me and this girl in the room. In the world.

      Up until that moment, I could not have said whether I believed in love at first sight or not. Now I knew. I most certainly did.

      This girl, across the room, was that girl.

      The one who would haunt me. The one that I would compare every other girl to from here on out. I knew it just as sure as I knew my own name. It was one of those deep, visceral, unexplainable sensations.

      “Champagne?” The server who had been working this way stopped in front of us. She was dressed the same exact way as the girl across the room, but when she stepped in front of me, I felt nothing but annoyance for her. She blocked my view.

      I took a champagne flute and I’m sure I murmured something appropriate to the girl.

      “My name’s Bree,” she said. “Let me know if you need anything.

      I took my champagne and stepped around her in the direction of the girl across the room.

      But just like that she was gone.
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      “Grace, come on. We’re going to be late.”

      I wiped the red lipstick off my lips as I stared at myself in the mirror.

      My best friend, Bree, sitting in the chair next to mine glanced over at me and took the tube of lipstick from my hands.

      “No. No,” she said. “You have to wear the lipstick.” Bree had spent her formative years in New York and she still carried traces of the accent along with more than traces of New York attitude. “Like this.”

      She proceeded to glide the red lipstick across my lips. Red lipstick that had a rich heady scent that my usual box store lipstick didn’t have. The lipstick smelled like rose and violet with a hint of wild raspberry. Vanilla and a fresh green crispness.

      “Now do this,” she said, rubbing her lips together.

      I did as she said even though I felt more than a little silly.

      “There,” Bree said. “You look beautiful.”

      I looked in the mirror at my reflection. I looked like I belonged in another time. Maybe another place.

      I fought the urge to flee. Bree had somehow gotten us these jobs and I couldn’t let her down.

      I’d make more money tonight than I would make in a month at the diner.

      Bree leaned forward, handed me the tube of lipstick, and peered into my eyes.

      “It’s not hard,” she said with a smile. “You’re just serving drinks.”

      “I know,” I clasped my hands in my lap to keep them from trembling. “I don’t know why I’m so nervous.”

      Bree turned back to the mirror. Fussed with her hair. “Because you’re used to serving eggs and burgers.”

      She wasn’t wrong. My work at the diner was easy. All I had to do was put on a pair of white sneakers, an apron, and pull my hair into a ponytail. No one cared how I looked or how I walked.

      Today I was wearing high heels, a skirt and blazer, and red lipstick.

      My hair had been professionally styled.

      I almost didn’t recognize myself.

      There were three other girls besides us wearing similar outfits. Five of us total to serve Air Force generals and other wealthy powerful people gathered in Houston.

      Bree looked at me again. “Grace.”

      “What?”

      “Smile.”

      I smiled, knowing it looked about as fake as could be.

      Bree rolled her eyes. “Never mind. Just try to look pleasant.”

      Pleasant.

      How was I going to look pleasant when I was worried about walking in high heels without falling on my face while carrying a tray of champagne flutes? I was already worried about staying upright and not spilling champagne all over the guests. Now I had to add looking pleasant.

      “Time to go,” Bree said, looking over my shoulder toward the door where the other girls were gathering to get started.

      Standing, I balanced on the heels. Bree made it look so easy.

      I followed her lead. Picked up one of the trays and carried it out into the stately reception area.

      The room was crowded with impressively dressed military officers in their full formal uniforms. A quick glance told me there were about three men to every woman, but the women were dressed in either military dress or fancy evening gowns.

      Squaring my shoulders, I imagined that I was someone else.

      I was no longer a diner waitress. Not today. Today I was an elegant young lady helping out a friend. Serving drinks at the USO. That was the party’s theme. I could do that. Be that person.

      I may never know how, but somehow I started walking tall and steady in the heels and the smile on my lips was real as I stepped up to an officer wearing a dark blue formal dress uniform, decorated with silver epaulets and rows of metals on his chest.

      With a quick smile in my direction, he took two glasses off my tray.

      An announcement came over the speakers. “Be sure to thank our USO girls.”

      Laughter was followed by applause.

      I had the oddest feeling that this was where I belonged. I might be wearing an outfit that harkened back to the 1940s, but my role was the same as theirs had been. To provide wholesome companionship to America’s soldiers. Or at least serve them and their friends champagne.

      I was, I decided in that moment, living in the wrong time.

      And then I saw him.

      The man watching me was not a soldier. He was wearing a black tux and stood next to a man wearing an officer’s uniform.

      Both of them watched me. Both handsome men. One in uniform. The other not.

      But it was the man not in the uniform who caught my attention.

      Bree was closer to them, so she was the one they took glasses of champagne from, but the ununiformed man kept his gaze on mine.

      He was smiling at me with his eyes.

      Something about him had my heart rate tripping into overtime.

      Then Bree blocked my view as she stepped in front of them.

      I continued to watch him out of the corner of my eye as I turned around, taking my empty tray back for a refill.

      This, I decided, was going to be an interesting evening. It might even be fun after all.
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      My most salient thought was that I needed to get Grace out of the unbearable heat.

      She looked like she always did. Like she’d stepped out of the 1940s. Today she was wearing a black suit, no stockings. I hadn’t seen her wear stockings since that first night at the reception two years ago. I wouldn’t mind if she wore them again.

      Realizing the direction my thoughts were taking, I looked over at Dylan.

      “Good flight?” I asked.

      “Considering,” he said, holding out a hand for Grace as she reached the bottom of the stairs.

      He left her there in my care while he retrieved her luggage from the airplane.

      Within minutes three suitcases, two black and one red stood next to her.

      “The red one is mine,” she said to no one in particular.

      “Whose are these?” Dylan asked, indicating the two black ones.

      I couldn’t see her eyes, but I knew she kept her gaze focused somewhere in the distance. “Brady’s.”

      Dylan and I looked at each other. I felt sick.

      First of all, my dead friend had twice as much luggage as his fiancé. Second of all, I didn’t know what to say to her.

      I was grieving for my friend, but she must be heartbroken. I cleared my throat.

      “Come inside out of the heat.”

      She followed me without hesitation. The men were about to pull Brady’s coffin from the airplane.

      Good God. She had flown all the way
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