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“Guess how many more days?” Bethany plopped down in the plastic chair opposite Savannah, who had beaten her to the table in the food court of Prescott Place with her lunch. 

“I don’t know. Not enough?”

“Only fifty-five.” Bethany poured ranch dressing on her garden salad. “I put my tree up last night.”

“Of course you did. I’m a little surprised you didn’t squeeze it in while you were handing out candy to the trick-or-treaters the night before.”

“One doesn’t ‘squeeze’ in decorating a Christmas tree. One devotes one’s full attention to it.”

“What’s your color scheme this year?”

“Blue lights with silver ornaments. It’s just beautiful. But I think I might want something other than the silver star at the top for a change.”

“Aren’t you the adventurous one? What are you getting?”

“I’ll know it when I see it. And I hope I see it tonight after work.”

“If I didn’t have plans with my mom, I’d go with you.”

Bethany grinned. “And you said that with such sincerity. If I didn’t know you so well, I’d think you actually meant it.”

“Not everyone goes cuckoo for Christmas practically in the middle of summer.”

“Too true. That’s something I’ll never understand.” She speared a slice of radish, then chewed it slowly. “But it’s just as well, since it makes finding what I want, decoration-wise, that much easier.” 

“They told us this morning Baylor’s is jumping the gun a little on our Black Friday sales. Which is confidential.”

Bethany criss-crossed her heart. “Jackson hasn’t said anything about moving Williston’s up sooner, but maybe he’s waiting to see what everybody else in Prescott Place is doing. He won’t want to go too early or too late.”

“How are your numbers so far?”

“Better than last year’s. If I miss out again...” She shook her head and took a drink of ice tea.

“The chances of you getting sick again this year at the same time are slim.”

Absolutely true. But she wished the chance was at absolute zero. If she hadn’t gotten sick, she probably wouldn’t have missed reaching her quota and she would have been able to attend Jackson Willis’ holiday party for all department heads who had met their numbers. She knew she’d done the right thing by staying home and keeping her germs to herself. But it still irked her whenever she was reminded about missing the party, and she knew, she just knew, that Lucas Mattsen, who had earned his position as a major thorn in her side by asking her several times over the course of the past eleven months if she thought she’d be able to make the party next time would continue to ask until the party happened. She’d told him each time he’d asked to get back to his own department before Jackson Willis decided someone else should be running the Men’s department. And each time he’d thought it was pretty funny. Which only went to show some people would laugh at anything.

“Right?” Savannah asked.

“Sorry. I was thinking about that irritating colleague I’m forced to see practically on a daily basis.”

“Lucas Mattsen?”

“Who else?”

“Such a shame all that male gorgeousness is wasted on you.”

“I hope it’s wasted on you, too, or I’m rescinding your BFF card.”

Savannah sighed. “It would be nice if we had a guy or two at Baylor’s to gaze at from afar. Or from close up.”

“It’s the rare guy that wants to work in a women’s clothing store. You could come to work at a department store instead. Hey, like maybe Williston’s. There are plenty of guys there and they aren’t all thorns.”

“Which is why you’re dating some of them?”

Bethany shrugged. “That could get awkward.” She replaced the plastic cover on her salad container. “And I’ve got to get back so Nat can take her lunch.”

“How is Nat doing?”

“She’s about to have a grandchild, and she’s beside herself. Especially since her daughter hasn’t found out the gender.” 

“Some day that will be our moms. Beside themselves about us having a baby.”

“Mine would be beside herself even if I just brought home a nice guy.”

Savannah crunched up her sandwich wrapper. “Amen, sister.” She stood. “Good luck with your tree topper.”

“Thanks. Are we still doing dinner tomorrow?”

“Yes. Let’s try the new place at the other end of the mall. Finnegan’s?”

“Finneran’s. Yes, let’s. We need a change. In so many ways.”

“Tata for now.”

Bethany walked back through the mall to Williston’s through the clusters of shoppers, eying the shop windows she passed, in search of Christmas decorations. There had to be just the right one somewhere in Prescott Place. The mall had everything; six department stores, dozens of specialty shops, restaurants, kiosks, and a movie theatre. Endless entertainment. And all she needed, for now, was something special for her special tree. And she would find it. 

Approaching Williston’s mall entrance she saw the last person she wanted to see coming her way, most likely on his way to lunch. She focused her eyes on the accessories just inside the wide doorway, hoping he would walk by without making some kind of comment. For once.

“How’s it going, BB?”

And that was another thing she didn’t like about Lucas Mattsen; instead of calling her by her name, he’d use nonsensical variations like his current favorite. But she could be civil and not stoop to his level. “Fine.” She shouldn’t have encouraged him by responding, since he stopped in front of her, blocking her way.

“How are your numbers? Think you’ll make it to Jackson’s party this year?”

“Don’t you ever get tired of asking me the same question?” She stared at him, thinking about Savannah’s comment. Yes, he was gorgeous. Dark haired and blue eyed, tall and lean, he looked great in the suits he habitually wore. But then he had to go and open his mouth and ruin it.

“How about this one, then? Want to go out with me for drinks Friday after work?”

This was new and unexpected. Also unwelcomed. The man was unbelievable. “No, thank you.” 

“You sure?”

She held up a hand, wanting there to be no doubt about her absolute certainty. “You are invisible to me.”

He grinned. “I think the word is ‘dead’, not invisible.”

“That’s a terrible thing to say and I would never say that to anyone.” She stepped around him and quickened her pace to get back to Women’s. The man was incredibly dense if he thought for half a second she’d ever go out for a drink or anything else with him. When she made the mistake of looking back over her shoulder before she turned the corner for the escalator, she saw he was watching her and his widening grin irritated her even more. 

Lucas watched until Bethany Bedard and her red dress, swinging hips, and fine pair of legs were out of sight, then resumed his quest for lunch. He hadn’t expected to ask her out, but her comment and the frown she seemed to reserve only for him had inspired him. She took it as well as could be expected, and he wondered if he’d try again just to see what she’d say next time. Any and all of her comments were entertaining, and he got a buzz from the friction between them. 

The weekend was coming and he didn’t have plans other than seeing Ethan and Max Sunday for the game. Unfortunately, as had happened for more weekends than he wanted to remember, nothing in the way of female companionship was lined up. But he had a mall full of women to choose from, didn’t he? 
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Once Nat returned from lunch, Bethany couldn’t hold it in any longer. “You know how I feel about –” she glanced around making sure no one was in hearing distance of where they stood near the dresses. “About Lucas Mattsen.”

Nat smiled. “You may have mentioned it a time or two.”

“He asked me for the thousandth time if I was going to make it to the party this year, and when I let him know I was tired of hearing the question, he asked me out for drinks. Why in the heckity heck did he do that?” She could see Nat didn’t appreciate the extent of the man’s gall. “Why do I even complain to you since you clearly like him? Who knows why?”

“I like everyone.”

“Would you want your daughter to marry him?” Which Bethany knew was the hallmark of any mother’s approval.

“Since my daughter is already happily married, then, no.”

“You know what I mean. If Daniela wasn’t married to Ian, would you want her to go out with Lucas?”

“He seems very nice.”

Which was what Nat said about every guy at Williston’s. Clearly, the woman was too easily pleased. “I wish I could be more like you, Nat. But I also wish I could win the lottery, and that isn’t going to happen any time soon, either.”

At the end of the day, Bethany asked, “What are you making for dinner tonight?” Nat’s ideas often inspired her to make her own creations, and now that the cold fall weather had moved in to stay, having a nice hot meal to warm her up as she watched TV and relaxed was something she looked forward to. They were turning the clocks back on Saturday night, regaining that precious lost hour of sleep, and even though it meant darkness fell sooner at night, it also meant Christmas was that much closer.

“Tonight is beef stroganoff.”

“That sounds delicious.” She’d never made it, and wasn’t sure she would tonight. It sounded gravy-ish, and she wasn’t a fan of beef gravy. Maybe if she could make it with a nice country gravy, and with chicken... She’d have to look into that. “I’ve got to get something for my tree, so I’m off to shop. Have a nice night.”

“Good night, Bethany. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Bethany walked the length of Prescott Place, but more slowly than she had at lunch. Her feet had really had enough of the red heels but she hadn’t brought flats to change into, so her feet would just have to deal. Down one of the spokes of the wheel-shaped mall, she was excited to find a store dedicated to Christmas. The Christmas Closet had to be a recent addition, and she pulled open the door, anticipating finding something perfect. It certainly smelled perfect, spicy and warm, and it made her think of mulled apple cider. She’d never actually had mulled apple cider but maybe this was the year she’d try it. There were other happy shoppers chattering away as if everything they saw was a little miracle, and she was swept up in their excitement. The store wasn’t large, as the mall’s stores went, and she needed to check every aisle so she could mentally catalog all the amazing items.

As she turned at the end of an aisle, she looked up to see stars projected on the ceiling. They looked almost magical, and she went on a quest to find the source, knowing this could be exactly what her tree needed. The star topper was silver and sparkly and she would have bright stars all over her ceiling. Taking a box from the shelf to read up on it, she decided she liked the sound of it and headed for the register. “White Christmas” was playing, and she felt infused with Christmas spirit and peace on earth and goodwill to men. Which lasted until Lucas Mattsen walked into Christmas Closet as she was about to leave.

Lucas watched as Bethany’s smile went from sixty to zero when her eyes met his. She was enough to give a guy a complex, if the guy took it personally. He wondered why she was so prickly, and someday if he felt inspired, he might try to find out. “Getting a jump on Christmas, are we?”

She hugged the crinkling plastic bag to her chest, wondering what on earth the man was doing in a Christmas store in early November. He didn’t seem that organized. “Apparently we are.” She stepped by him and his irritating grin and pushed open the door. 

Lucas watched her stride away, back toward Williston’s probably, to get to her car, or maybe off for more shopping. But he had a mission to complete so he could get home for dinner. Picking up the three sets of lights his mother had asked him to get because he happened to work “right there”, he got in the short line at the register and wondered what Bethany had bought that she’d needed to hang onto so tightly. She’d acted as if she thought he was about to wrench it away from her.

Sitting in her Jeep in the parking lot as she read the box for the tree star and let her mind run through dinner possibilities, Bethany thought about what she needed to do to make sure she hit her numbers this month. There wasn’t a lot a department head could do to increase sales, if people weren’t in the mood to shop. She was aware people were becoming more inclined to shop online than in brick and mortar stores and that at some point department stores like Williston’s were going to suffer, but that time hadn’t come yet and it was above her pay grade to worry about what to do when that happened.

Dinner and getting her tree even more sparkly were what mattered at the moment. Then dinner tomorrow night with Savannah, followed by getting the Women’s department even more attractive. As she drove home, her thoughts bouncing around as she tried to come up with sales’ ideas, a possibility occurred to her. Mannequins. The more she could get her hands on, the better. She knew displaying clothing increased sales by up to 35%, per her recent research, and it was time to speak to the Display department, comprised of Nicholai, who’d been helpful the few times Bethany had had to bother him. Maybe he’d bring her a few beauties tomorrow and she and Nat could dress them in the Women’s department’s priciest wares, and make those pesky numbers explode to high heaven. Smiling with anticipation, she pulled into the lot of her apartment complex, deciding dinner would be pasta. Maybe Snoopy would even try some tonight.
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“I’m thinking a few mannequins in the department might work some magic.” As Bethany prepared the register she watched Nat for her reaction. 

“That sounds like a very good idea.”

“I’m going to track down Nicholai and see what he has that we can use.”

“I hope they have faces,” Nat said, shuddering. “The modern plastic style seems so cold and heartless. In my day they had everything they were supposed to, and we could remove the arms to make changing them easier and we had to work quickly so their nakedness wouldn’t offend anyone. Nowadays...” She shook her head and Bethany smiled.

“We’ll be tasteful about it. I want to put our high-end dresses on them because of all the parties in the next two months. People don’t seem to be shopping for their party dresses yet and we need to encourage them.”

“Maybe they’re waiting until after Thanksgiving.”

“Or Black Friday sales. Anyway, I’m off to see the display king.”

“I’ll try to manage the crowds.”

Bethany found Nicholai at the desk in his office, which resembled a giant musty closet more than anything else. She didn’t know how the guy could work with all the clutter surrounding him, but supposed if he didn’t have any place to put all the display pieces, he had to live with them. And she supposed it made it easier to remember what he had since it was all in plain sight.

“Hi, Nicholai.”

“Good morning, Bethany.”

“I was wondering if you had any mannequins we can have for the department.”

“Female?”

“Yes. Female. With faces, if possible.” Might as well shoot for the moon and make Nat happy as well. When he stood, frowning at her, she wasn’t feeling any kind of encouraging vibes, but hoped that might only be his thinking face as he mentally ran through his inventory. 

“Come with me.” He crooked his finger and she followed to the back room, which was even more crowded than his office. Here was the mannequin motherlode. Faces, no faces, appendages, appendage free, some from this century, some from the last.

“Oh, my.”

“Exactly. Which one do you want?”

This would take some close examination and fancy footwork so she didn’t trip on a foot. Or a hand, or worse. There were even a few heads on the floor. This place would be a fright zone in the dark and she prayed there wouldn’t be a power failure. Nicholai followed closely behind her in the crowded, windowless, airless room, and she felt claustrophobia beginning to take root. She told herself to focus, and pointed to one of the best-looking females. At least she seemed to have all the necessary parts, and would easily be snazzed up once they had a gown on her. Maybe even shoes, if they’d show beneath the gown. “She looks good.”

“Any others?”

“Yes. I’d like three, I think.” She walked farther into the mess, stepping carefully, hoping there were another two that would also meet her standards.

Lucas was a little early in the season getting Mister Grant, but if by some bizarre happenstance Men’s didn’t make the sales’ quota he’d never hear the end of it from both his assistant, Cedric, and Bethany Bedard, especially after all the assurances he’d made to the former and the borderline harassment he’d directed at the latter. He stepped into Nicholai’s domain but didn’t see him. 

Maybe he was under the desk looking for a part that had rolled away. The desk, which was more like a work table, was covered with what looked like works in progress and he wondered, not for the first time, if Nicholai enjoyed his job, being stuck in these rooms most of the day, then appearing on the floor when everyone else had left. Or maybe he worked before the store opened. Lucas had never questioned him since Nicholai hadn’t struck him as the chatty type. He could hear his voice coming from the back room and walked past the desk.

“Oh, yes, she’s a good one. Look at the fine shape.”

Bethany nodded. “She’s got all her parts.” With no chunks missing, not something she could say about all the others. “That one will work, and... I’ll find one more.”

Sounded like Nicholai had some company back there in the inner sanctum, and Lucas made his way carefully through what he considered controlled chaos. It reminded him of his own room when he was a kid, until his parents caught sight of it and he was made to spend hours every Saturday morning making it right again. Standing in the doorway, he surveyed the scene. It was the usual mess, and Nicholai stood with hands on hips, his back to the door. Lucas couldn’t determine who the woman was until she turned. Ah. Bethany herself. He wondered what she was digging for and how long it was going to take. “Nick, is Mister Grant around?”

Bethany looked over her shoulder. Had the man followed her here? She was about to tell Lucas to wait his turn when Nicholai, or Nick, depending on the level of acquaintanceship, answered.

“Got him right over here.”

Bethany turned, curious about “Mister Grant”. When she’d heard the name, she’d wondered if he was another employee. Following Nicholai’s path, she saw Mister Grant was a mannequin, and a very fine specimen. His hair was painted on in a nice dark brown shade. If mannequins could be considered handsome, this one was, and she felt a stab of envy that she hadn’t noticed him first. He would have made a dreamy-looking date for the ladies that would soon be posing in the Women’s department. Of course, she’d have needed to get him some clothes, which would mean speaking to Lucas Mattsen, but the end result would have been worth it. Or would have been if Lucas hadn’t beaten her to it. “Nicholai, do you have another one like that I can have?”

“Another Cary Grant?” Lucas grinned at her. “Honey, there was ever only one, and he belongs in the Men’s department.”

Cary Grant? Who had named him? Nicholai didn’t seem the type to enjoy that kind of humor. “And yet here he is sharing quarters with all these others.”

“Don’t want to spoil him by letting him out all the time. Next thing you know, he’d want to start taking Grace over there out for cocktails.”

“Who’s Grace?”

“Grace Kelly, right in front of you.”

When Nicholai didn’t react, she guessed he was either not paying attention or had no interest in whatever nonsense Lucas was spouting. “Have you finished bothering Nicholai?”

“Why? Do you want me to bother you now?”

“Mission accomplished.” And there was that grin of his again. He needed to leave. “Why don’t you and Mister Grant go shopping so Nicholai can help me and I can leave him in peace.”

“I’ll deliver the mannequins,” Nicholai said.

“Then it seems your work here is finished. Mister Mattsen.” As if he would actually listen to her. She turned and resumed her search for female number three, not caring if Lucas stayed or went. She needed to get back to the floor before Nat sent out a search party. It sounded as if Nicholai was carrying a mannequin out of the room, maybe Mister Grant himself, and she thought with four fewer mannequins this room would be much less creepy. Gazing around, she spotted a brunette way in the back and hurried toward her. If only she’d remembered to keep her eyes on the floor in front of her instead of the mannequin. 
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Lucas hurried toward Bethany when he saw her lose her balance and reached her just after she hit the cement floor. “Did you break anything?”

“Don’t worry, your precious Cary Grant is safely out of my reach.” She put her hands on the cold, dirty floor so she could try to get up and see why her knee felt as if a knife was stuck into it. She hoped there wouldn’t be blood. Please let it only be bruised.

“I’m talking about you. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Who doesn’t love stabbing pain?

“Give me your hand and I’ll pull you up.”

“It’s dirty and I’m fine.” Then the man had the nerve to put his hands on her waist as she tried to stand. She would have slapped them away, but realized she needed his help after all. Once she was upright, he removed his hands and she bent at the waist to check out the situation. Blood. And a hole in her nylons. Fantastic. It was better not to think about how much it was going to sting when she washed the cut in the ladies’ room. 

Then Lucas was in front of her and he bent down and picked up a forearm, the one that had caused the trouble, no doubt, placing it on the pile beside them. Squatting, he got himself up close and personal with her legs. 

“What are you doing? You need to get back to Men’s. Thank you for your help. But go.”

“You need to clean that up, and soon.”

“Believe it or not, I figured that out.”

“Do you need a wheelchair?”

“Maybe you should call me an ambulance just to be on the side of caution. There could be concussion.” 

“Are you all right?”

“Of course, I’m all right. I’ll wash it, put on a band aid, and be fine and dandy.”

“Be careful getting out of here.”

She watched him find his way back to the doorway, then look back at her once before leaving. Where was Nicholai, anyway? Gone out for coffee with a naked Cary Grant? Ignoring the pain, she reached the mannequin at last and got a closer look, deciding this would work for the third one. She turned back and saw Nicholai hurrying toward her through the chaos, his mouth in an interesting O shape, eyes wide.

“Are you all right, Bethany? Lucas said you were badly hurt. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have let you come back here. The place is dangerous and-”

“It’s fine, Nicholai. Really. Can I have this one, too?” She pointed to the brunette. “I have to get back to the department.” She saw him look her up and down, clearly another one deciding to make a diagnosis for her. His eyes stopped on her knee and he grimaced. “I’m fine. Thank you for your help.” She wondered if she needed to ask him to move out of the way because she wasn’t going to try to follow the path Lucas had, and this was strictly a one-way kind of room. After one last look at her knee, accompanied by a shudder, he led the way back to the office. 

“Thanks again.”

“I’m sorry.”

She waved a hand as she left the office, and decided she’d better check in with Nat before she went into clean-up mode.

“And what exactly have you been up to, young lady?” Nat asked, her eyes also focusing on The Knee. 

The department phone rang, and Bethany stepped over to it, trying her best to forget her knee. “Women’s Wear. Bethany speaking.”

“Rosemary here. I’ll need you to come to HR to fill out an accident report.”

Bethany sighed, then realized Nicholai would have had to report it; she was injured at work, however minor, and Williston’s had to track that kind of thing. “I’ll be over in five minutes.”

“Thank you, Bethany. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. I just need to find a band aid.”

“I have them here.”

“Great. Thanks.” She replaced the handset.

“Did you get in a fight with a mannequin?” Nat asked. “Because it looks as if it won.”

“Nicholai will bring them up. We’re getting three. Apparently, they have names. One is Grace Kelly, and I don’t know the others’. But Rosemary needs me to write an essay on how I fell down. I tripped over an arm, in case you wanted to know.”

“You poor thing. Go get that cleaned up.”

The nylons were a lost cause and Bethany peeled them off in the ladies’ room, then did the best she could with lukewarm water, a squirt of soap, and paper towel stiff enough to sharpen a pencil. She could buy some stockings after the almighty accident report was completed and filed with the accident police.

Which had been the plan, until she handed the report back to Rosemary, who read it, thanked Bethany, and asked her to have a seat in the outside office. 

“I should get back to my department.”

“Just have a seat, please, Bethany.”

She did as she was told even though she didn’t understand what all the fuss was about. Studying the band aids, because she’d needed two of the big ones, she wished the strips had at least been pretty colors, or had cartoon characters, or something fun. When Lucas appeared, she had to restrain herself from asking why he kept appearing wherever she was. Although miraculously she had been left alone in the ladies’ room. 

“When was your last tetanus shot?”

She stared at him. “When was yours?”

“Six years ago. When was yours?”

“I don’t know.”

“Have you ever had one?”

“I don’t remember, doctor. What does it matter?”

He nodded and continued into Rosemary’s office. Bethany shook her head over the man’s intrusiveness. What a waste of time this all was. She heard their voices but not their words, and in less than a minute, Lucas was standing before her, tossing his keys.

“You need to grab your things, then I’m taking you to Urgent Care.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5



[image: ]


“Oh, I don’t think so.” She stood a little shakily since her knee had stiffened up. 

Rosemary appeared in her doorway. “It is policy, Bethany, for injured employees to see a medical professional.”

For a skinned knee? This was beyond silly, but Rosemary didn’t seem to share her opinion. It was probably best to just give in to her. But not to Lucas. “I can drive myself.”

“I’m driving,” Lucas said.

“Does it make sense for two department heads to miss work?” Maybe common sense would work on Rosemary. Nothing else seemed to.

“I’m driving. The sooner we leave the sooner two department heads will return.”

“Fine. I’ll meet you by...”

“I’ll go with you and we walk out together.”

“Thank you.” She looked at Rosemary so there would be no confusion about who she was thanking, then headed for her department, Doctor Mattsen right beside her, as if he thought she might make a run for it. If only she could. When they reached Women’s, she saw the mannequins lined up along the back wall, Nat nearby holding up a gown. She turned to see who’d come into the department and Bethany saw her eyebrows lift at the sight of Lucas. “I’ll be back as soon as I’m out of Urgent Care.”

“Your legs are bare, honey. You’ll freeze out there.”

Nat, always the maternal one. And the second one to call her honey in the last half hour. “It’s fine.” She pulled on her coat in the back room and grabbed her purse, then met Lucas by the register. “Let’s get this party started.”

As they approached the employees’ door, Lucas said, “Why don’t you wait on the sidewalk while I get the car.”

“I’m not helpless.”

“Just trying to save you a few steps.”

She stared at him, hoping he kept moving. She wanted this trip over so she could get back and help Nat get the ladies ready. What if Nat dressed all three by herself and Bethany had to pretend she hadn’t been looking forward to playing dress-up with them? This day had started so well, then it had become the stinkiest of stinky days so quickly.

She heard the chirp of a car and Lucas opened the passenger door of a silver Audi for her. “Thank you.” Once they were both in, he turned to her.

“If you changed your mind about having that drink with me, all you had to do was tell me instead of going through all this.”

“Don’t make it worse. Do you have any clue how degrading this is, having you drive me to see a doctor because I skinned my knee? This whole thing, the accident report, you missing work, it’s all ridiculous. I’m sorry you were dragged into it.”

“I wasn’t ‘dragged into it’. That storage room is filthy and you’ve got a sizable wound there. Who knows what kind of contaminants you picked up? I told Rosemary what happened. Can’t have you missing Jackson’s party again this year, even if lockjaw would be an impressive reason.”

She wasn’t going to think about any of that now. It was better to fume in silence. When he pulled into the drive-thru lane of a coffee shop, she couldn’t remain silent. “What are we doing now?”

“You could use some coffee. Couldn’t you?”

“No, I couldn’t. I don’t like it.”

“What do you drink? Don’t tell me it’s warm milk.”

“Tea. But I don’t-” 

“Yeah, you do. It’s on me.”

As he pulled out of the parking lot sipping his coffee, he glanced at Bethany holding her cup with both hands, staring at the lid. “You like chocolate chip muffins?”

She knew he’d gotten one, but assumed it was for him. “Who doesn’t?”

“Have it.”

“It’s yours.”

“I got it for you.”

How many more times today was her mind going to be blown? “Later. If I don’t survive the doctor, I want you to have it as thanks for everything you’ve done for me today.”

“No thanks needed. Just don’t cry when the doc gives you the shot because I’m fresh out of lollypops.”

Bethany sipped her tea as they sat in the waiting room. Sweet, hot, and loaded with milk, it was exactly what she needed. She thought about the muffin in the car, and didn’t know if she’d have it on the way to the store or give it back to Lucas. He was sitting beside her, his arms crossed, his eyes on the TV in the corner. He hadn’t even worn a coat. She would have been shivering, sitting here with no nylons, if it hadn’t been for the tea. The day could have been worse, she knew that. If she’d been wearing her favorite pants, or any of her pants, really, they would have been ruined. Monetarily, a pair of nylons was a small price to pay.

When her name was called, she sat up straight, and her purse fell on the floor, spilling half its contents. Yes, definitely the stinkiest of stinky days. She stood so she could squat down to gather it all, but her knee wasn’t cooperating. Anyway, Lucas was faster, and he scooped everything and deposited it all back, even the lipstick that was rolling across the floor. “Thanks.”

“You want to leave anything with me? Coat? Tea?”

The question stymied her and she shook her head and followed the nurse down the hallway. The exam and shot didn’t take long, and she rejoined Lucas, who stood when he saw her approaching.

“Good as new?”

“Got my Tdap, and I’m ready to go.” Once they were in the car, she took a couple of ibuprofen from her purse, washed down with what was
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