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        Love is like a puzzle…

        When you’re in love, all the pieces fit.

        But when your heart gets broken,

        it takes a while to get everything back together again.
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        Our Wedding Day ~

        The best day ever, the start of our forever.

        ~ Anonymously Yours

      

      

      Darcey Hollister and Jason Bennett couldn’t have asked for a more perfect wedding day.

      There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, the temperature holding steady in the mid-seventies. Like magic, the buds of yesterday had blossomed overnight into a riot of vibrant spring colors.

      Add the sparkling blue expanse of Lake Erie in the background, and you have the ideal setting for a momentous occasion such as this. 

      Everyone had been skeptical when Jason and Darcey chose the first Saturday in May for their wedding day. Some had even tried to talk them into a later date. Like June… or even July.

      Because, who in their right mind planned an early spring wedding in Cleveland? This was an enormous gamble, the city known for its unpredictable weather.

      Believe it or not, snow was always a possibility. A look into the past would confirm this. And this didn’t mean only a sprinkling of flakes here and there. No, we’re talking about blizzard-like conditions.

      But Jason and Darcey stayed strong and the weather gods smiled down on them with the perfect spring weekend. Beginning with the beautiful and very moving outdoor ceremony. Darcey was a gorgeous bride and Jason perfection in a tuxedo.

      But it was the love they shared between them that everyone would remember of this day.

      And now, after an elegant five-course dinner by candlelight, the dance floor of the Grand Ballroom was rocking. Almost everyone was dancing to the music played by the band Jason and Darcey had chosen.

      They weren’t as good as Jason’s band, but they were a pretty close second.

      

      When your favorite and only brother gets married, you want everything to be perfect. This meant Stephanie Bennett had been on the go for the past forty-eight hours.

      Now in a desperate need of a break, what better way to do this than with a slice of wedding cake?

      From the best bakery in town… Sweet Abby’s.

      She arrived at the cake table just as the band finished their song. In the lull that followed, she glanced over to see the bandleader take a long swig from his water bottle before he grabbed the microphone to address the crowd.

      “Okay, everybody… can I have your attention? We need everyone to clear the dance floor. Except for all of you single and beautiful women here with us tonight. Because, guess what? It’s time for the bride to toss her bouquet. So, come on ladies… let’s see all of you out here, no excuses.”

      He motioned to a few of the women standing nearby. “Come on, don’t be shy. Because next, we’ll be calling up all the single men for the garter toss. This could be your night at finding the man of your dreams.”

      Stephanie rolled her eyes.

      Yeah, right…

      Grabbing the plate of cake closest to her, she began searching the room. There had to be somewhere she could hide.

      She was not—and she was going to stand firm on this, no matter how hard anyone tried to convince her otherwise—going to be one of those women out on the dance floor, making a desperate attempt at trying to snatch up the bouquet.

      At your age? Is this pathetic, or what?

      And even if she caught the bouquet? From experience, she knew there was no guarantee she would be next to get married.

      After all, you have proof. You caught the bouquet at Sophie’s wedding. And here you are, still very single.

      She edged her way over to a grouping of ornamental trees, positioning herself as far behind them as she could. The plan was no one would even notice she was missing. Darcey would throw the bouquet, enabling her to rejoin the party and eat her cake in peace.

      Crisis averted.

      Unfortunately, it appeared this wasn’t her lucky night.

      She was about to put a forkful of cake in her mouth when the bandleader made another announcement. “Okay, everyone… I’ve just been told by the bride one of our single ladies is missing. So, Stephanie, wherever you are, we’re waiting. According to Darcey, we can’t do this without you. Remember, she’s the bride. So, what she says, goes.”

      She groaned.

      Seriously? This was not good.

      The prospect of being remembered as the woman who hid behind an ornamental tree at her brother’s wedding reception, in order to avoid catching the bouquet? This was not a memory she wanted to be associated with.

      God, no… your friends would never let you live this down. Not in a million years.

      She set her plate down on the nearest table. With a big smile pasted on her face, she made her way to the dance floor.

      Five minutes later, after almost being knocked over by an overly zealous woman evidently desperate to get married, the bouquet fell right into Stephanie’s arms. It was a direct hit from Darcey.

      It turns out she had been a star pitcher when she played softball in high school and college.

      By the excited reaction of the guests, you’d think you had won the lottery.

      But this also meant until the next wedding rolled around?

      Everyone would remember her as the woman who last caught the bouquet.

      The pressure was on…

      

      Jack Buchanan had been watching all of this with interest. An all around musician in Jason’s band, Banded Together, he was also one of Jason’s groomsmen and partnered up with Stephanie for the wedding.

      Having witnessed Stephanie’s attempt to hide behind the ornamental trees in order to avoid the bouquet toss, she had his total sympathy.

      He knew exactly what she was going through.

      Ever since he had hit thirty, it seemed like everyone felt it was their duty to play matchmaker. There wasn’t a day that went by without someone pulling him aside. They had the perfect woman for him. Their cousin, co-worker, neighbor, sister’s best friend—you name it—they would make the perfect couple.

      Only yesterday, the owner of the corner deli had approached him. After the usual pleasantries, he began rambling on about his niece, who had just gone through a divorce. Yeah, her four kids were a handful. But this was only because they needed an older and stable father figure in their lives. Would he be interested in something like this?

      Would you be interested? Just how old does he think you are?

      He frowned just thinking about this. He was pretty sure he hadn’t fallen in into the category of one of the older guys just yet. Maybe in a few years, when he hit his late thirties, this would better describe him.

      And four kids?

      He had no experience with kids, knew little about them.

      Geeesh… you never even owned a pet.

      And, please… don’t even think of bringing up the possibility of on-line dating. Yes, he had heard about the many brilliant matches made through these sites. He even knew a few people who swore by it.

      But this wasn’t for him.

      So, as politely as he could, he made it known he didn’t need help. He even went as far as using his age to make his point. Yes, he was thirty. This also meant he had grown comfortable with the way things were.

      He knew what he wanted in his life.

      He’d figure it out.

      What he didn’t share was he was hoping this would include Stephanie.

      

      Jack had been waiting for his chance with Stephanie for what now seemed like forever. Going back to a little over two years ago when he joined the band. This was also about the time Stephanie graduated with her nursing degree.

      That he still hadn’t made his move after all this time was something he didn’t even want to think about. It was when Jason and Darcey announced they were getting married, he realized he had waited long enough.

      His hope was the time he and Stephanie spent together because of all the wedding events would set off some kind of spark between them.

      Yeah, she’d realize what a great guy you are. The silent type, but still a nice guy.

      Hadn’t he made the list of Cleveland’s most eligible bachelors?

      Didn’t this count for something?

      Something you’re wondering if it’s more of a curse than an honor…  

      But it turned out he and Stephanie hadn’t spent as much time together as he thought they would. Caught up in all the important details needed for the event to run smoothly, Stephanie had been like an elusive butterfly, always beyond his reach.

      If they did come together, it was only to have her again go fluttering off because someone else needed her help.

      And now he was running out of time, as the day would soon be over.

      So, it looked like he needed to take advantage of this latest development.

      She caught the bouquet?

      Then his goal was to snag the garter.

      He wasn’t stupid. He knew the tossing of the bouquet and garter was only a fun tradition. It took more than one good catch to land the perfect marriage. So, no one really believed it could come true.

      Unless you were to count the woman who almost knocked Stephanie to the floor in order to grab the bouquet. It was clear she took this tradition more seriously than most.

      But, hey… a nudge in the right direction couldn’t hurt, right?

      He finished his drink, and after setting the glass on the table, he headed for the dance floor.

      He was a man on a mission.

      

      An hour later, Jack pulled up in front of Stephanie’s condo. After he got out of the car, he ran around to open the passenger door.

      She smiled up at him as she got out of the car. “Thanks so much for bringing me home. You don’t have to walk me to the door. I’ll be fine.”

      He shrugged. “No problem. I’ll feel much better if I do.” He chuckled. “I also don’t want to hear what Jazz would have to say if he found out I didn’t. We both know how seriously he takes his big-brother role.”

      He was about to close the car door when he noticed she had left the bouquet behind on the seat. He handed it to her. “Here, you don’t want to forget this.”

      She hesitated before she took it from him. “Thanks.” She glanced over at the garter he was still wearing on his sleeve. “It was a fun wedding, wasn’t it?”

      Their eyes met, with her the first to look away. She shrugged. “But just like that, the night is over. And it’s time to move on.”

      Time to move on?

      Tilting his head, he studied her for a moment. Was she trying to tell him something?

      He decided even if she was, this might not be a good time to ask her what it was. After all, it had been a long two days. It was late, and they were both exhausted. So, he was silent as he waited for her to unlock her door.

      She turned to him with a smile. “Thanks again, Jack.”

      “Sure, sweet dreams.” He followed this with a brief kiss to her cheek.

      And just like that, she closed the door. Leaving him alone on the steps.

      For a few moments, he gazed up at the stars.

      Yep, this was a night made for romance.

      But, it seems, not for you.

      There would be no sweet dreams for him.

      He didn’t understand.

      Why was this so hard?

      After exhaling a long, drawn out breath, he turned and ran to his car. He needed to get home and get out of this tux.

      He was ready to call it a night.

      Weddings were exhausting.
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      One week later, on this rainy Monday morning, Stephanie finished counting the number of people ahead of her in line at the License Bureau.

      It wasn’t looking good.

      The line was long, wrapping all the way around to the back of the room.

      The last time she counted? She had been at number sixteen.

      And now?

      She was number thirteen. According to the clock on the wall, in the shape of a colorful map of Ohio, it had taken her about fifteen minutes to get to this point.

      This meant, at the rate things were going, she could be in line for another hour.

      Or, God help you… even longer. 

      Her frown grew deeper. This would be the same frown that had been with her all morning and had now reached the point it was almost painful. She wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if it became engraved on her face.

      So, as you have probably already guessed, Stephanie was not in a good mood.

      She was in a lousy mood, in fact.

      A very lousy mood.

      And anyone who knows Steffi would be quick to tell you this was not the norm. She was by far the most optimistic and laid-back person around. This terrible mood she was in wasn’t part of her repertoire.

      But today?

      Today was different.

      Suddenly, everything was too much to handle… her job, her life, everything. And although this might come across as a little dramatic, she was wondering if she should accept things were not going to get much better.

      She sighed, shoving her hands in her pockets. A glance over at the windows confirmed it was still raining. As it had been for the past two days. A soaking, steady rain.

      And it was cold, not your typical May weather. No, were you to go by the saying—April showers, bring May flowers—this would be more of an early April kind of day. A far cry from last weekend, when it had been absolutely beautiful for Jason and Darcey’s wedding.

      Yep, today was a day best spent in your pajamas. Maybe even start up a fire in the fireplace, and nestle in your favorite chair. A cup of something hot in one hand and a good romance novel in the other.

      Ah… but for you, this isn’t even an option.

      She sighed, glancing down at her watch. She needed to be at work in less than an hour. This would normally be her day off, but she was filling in for one of the other nurses on her floor. At seven months pregnant, her doctor had advised her to take the day off after she slipped and fell in the parking lot yesterday.

      When Steffi had offered to take her shift, she hadn’t planned on spending the rest of the day waiting in line at the license bureau.

      But you can only blame yourself for this. Why you let Noah get to you after all this time is inexcusable.

      And who is this Noah who had brought her to this state? None other than Dr. Davis. Dr. Noah Davis. Or, while flashing a smile she found impossible to resist, he had told her to call him Noah.

      Last night, when out to dinner with her friends, she had glanced across the room just as he walked into the restaurant.

      The smile this brought to her face had disappeared when she realized he wasn’t alone. Her heart dropping to her stomach, she watched as the woman gazed up into his face, laughing at something he said. The way she was clinging to his arm sent out the obvious message she thought of him as her private property.

      But it was the kiss he gave her in response that did Stephanie in.

      She panicked…

      She had grabbed her wallet and phone off the table. Slipping them into her coat pocket, and giving a rambling and almost incoherent excuse to her friends that she suddenly didn’t feel well, she had sprinted out of the restaurant.

      It wasn’t like you told a lie. You did feel sick… sick and tired of being played the fool.

      And it hadn’t ended there. After a restless night, she woke to find her wallet hadn’t made it into her pocket as she had thought. A thorough search of her car, followed by texts to her friends and a trip to the restaurant, all turned up nothing.

      This explained why she was now waiting in this long line at the license bureau.

      

      The man behind her in line was standing way too close. Enough for her to feel like he was breathing down her neck, sending a strong odor of pastrami or salami right at her. If this wasn’t enough, she had been forced to listen to his annoying off-key humming ever since he got in line.

      She closed her eyes.

      Oh, God… enough already.

      Maybe this could this be a good time to practice the breathing exercises her friend Melanie had taught her? A yoga instructor, or wellness and serenity instructor as she preferred to be called, she claimed to have a cure for everything. Ailments, moods, injuries… you name it.

      How about something to make everyone disappear? Wouldn’t that come in handy?

      She closed her eyes, deciding it couldn’t hurt to give it a try. Anything to shut out everything around her.

      Breathe in… and hold...

      Breathe in… hold it… then slowly let it all go…

      Ahhhhh…

      She did this a few times.

      And?

      Nothing…

      But the possibility of anything happening was close to non existent since the man behind her had now moved even closer. Hoping this was his way of letting her know the line had moved up, she opened her eyes to find, no… nothing had changed.

      Frustrated, she pulled out her phone. Maybe there was a message from Jason.

      She hadn’t talked to him since he returned from his honeymoon. And she had already left the restaurant in order to avoid Noah when Darcey showed up late for their girl’s night out.

      Jason had sent a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, we got the wedding photos. There are a lot of great shots. If you get a chance, stop over. Call me. 

      

      

      

      

      

      “Steffi?”

      She looked up from her phone.

      Jack was standing in front of her, a tentative smile on his face.

      Her smile was just as uncertain. “Hi… fancy meeting you here. Long time, no see.” As soon as these words came out of her mouth, the natural blush in her cheeks became even more pronounced.

      Fancy meeting you here? Long time, no see? What kind of greeting do you call that?

      She began stammering. “What I meant… well, I haven’t seen you since the wedding. And then to find you here…” Her words trailed off.

      A smile tweaked the corner of his mouth at her obvious embarrassment. Not that he was laughing at her. Of course not. This was only because he understood where she was coming from.

      What was it they said? it takes one to know one? He liked to think this applied to him and Steffi, that they were two of a kind.

      Even though this didn’t seem to be working in his favor.

      After he had finished his transaction at the counter and turned around, his gaze had been drawn right to her. And like every other time she showed up in his life, his nerves kicked in, his brain shut down, and he turned into a love-struck kid instead of the thirty-year-old guy he was.

      Not the best combination when you want to impress someone.

      This was also when he knew this time probably wouldn’t be any different.

      Going for a casual look, he stuffed his hands in his pockets. He cleared his throat. “I decided it was time to get a new truck. So, I needed a title transfer.”

      He tilted his head, studying her. “What about you?”

      She began playing with her keys, swinging them back and forth. When she saw he was watching this, she dropped the keys in her pocket, blushing even more in embarrassment. “I was out to dinner last night and I must have left my wallet on the table. I called the restaurant this morning, but it was nowhere to be found. So, now I have to get a new license and all that stuff.”

      Jack nodded. Twice he did this. “Ah… that’s a bummer. Must be a real hassle.”

      “Yeah.” She sent a glance around the room before she gave a frustrated sigh. “I didn’t think it would be so crowded.”

      He nodded again. “Yeah, I know. I feel like I’ve been here for hours.”

      A silence fell between them. One that seemed to go on and on and on. This had him closing his eyes, giving a slight shake of his head.

      What the hell is the matter with you? Why did you even stop to talk to her? Because you’ve certainly done a stellar job of turning this into an awkward situation.

      But this was something he needed to do. He was running out of chances. The time they spent together at Jason and Darcey’s wedding hadn’t worked out as he’d hoped. And he couldn’t keep running in the other direction whenever he saw her.

      Yeah, it’s now or never.

      While he was searching for something to say, she sent him a bright smile. “So, is the band working in the studio today?”

      He nodded, relieved. Music, and anything to do with the band, was something he found easy to talk about. “Yeah, now that Jason’s back, the plan is to put a wrap on our latest album. The past few months, he has been a man of action.”

      He grinned. “I’m pretty sure Darcey’s responsible for this.”

      When she grinned in return, his confidence kicked in. And this is when he decided it was time to give his all. He took a deep breath. “Since I don’t need to be at the studio for another hour, I thought I’d head over to the little cafe across the street for a cup of coffee. I could use a little pick-me-up on such a miserable day.”

      He nodded towards the windows, where they could see it was still raining. “It’s a good thing it wasn’t like this for Jason and Darcey’s wedding.”

      “I know.” She sighed. “It was such a beautiful wedding.”

      He nodded. “Yes, it was.”

      After they had both stared out the window for much longer than necessary, he glanced over at her, an eyebrow raised. “I was wondering… after you’re done here, you would like to join me? Or I would be more than happy to wait here with you. Keep you company.”

      This resulted in another long stretch of silence between them. Again, not the response Jack had been hoping for. In fact, he was beginning to think this had to be the longest moment of his life.

      He also wasn’t stupid. He knew a losing situation when he saw one.

      So, when she finally turned to him, her face scrunched up in a frown, he knew what her answer would be. “Oh, Jack… I’m sorry, I can’t. I took another nurse’s shift today. At the rate this line is moving, I’m wondering if I’ll even make it to the hospital on time.”

      He nodded, trying to hide his disappointment. “I understand.” Then, after a slight hesitation, he decided to give it one more shot. “I just thought after the wedding, well… it was a fun, wasn’t it?”

      She nodded vigorously. “Yes, it was.”

      Encouraged by her answer, this prompted him to say more. “Yeah, so I thought it would be nice to get together again. Dinner, coffee, whatever…”

      He shrugged. “If not now, maybe another time…”

      She nodded again. “Yes, maybe.”

      And now he had no clue what to say. This had him backing away as he began fumbling with his jacket zipper, which suddenly refused to work. Barely suppressing his groan, he gave it a hard jerk. This had him almost hitting himself in the chin. Now thoroughly embarrassed, and wanting to be anywhere else, he pulled his keys out of his pocket. Only to drop them on the floor.

      He scooped them up before sending Stephanie a brief nod. And what he hoped resembled a smile. “Yeah, so good luck here. Hope you don’t have to wait too much longer. Take care...”

      He was across the room and out the door before she even a chance to say goodbye.

      A loud snort came from behind her.

      She slowly turned around.

      His arms crossed, the annoying man was shaking his head.

      Jamming her hands deeper in her pockets, she narrowed her eyes at him. “Yes? Is there something you’d like to say?”

      Again, this wasn’t something she would do, confront someone she didn’t know. Especially in public and surrounded by strangers. But the way her day was going, nothing was surprising at this point.

      He kept shaking his head. “Real nice. Just shoot the guy down. Would it have hurt to give him a few minutes? How many people offer to wait in line with you at the license bureau, of all places? A big fat zero, I believe. Instead, you embarrassed him in front of everyone.”

      Stephanie glanced at everyone around her, only to have them turning away, feigning ignorance. Except for the woman in front of her. She nodded, her dangling shoulder length pineapple earrings bobbing up and down in agreement. “Yeah, I would have no problem going for coffee with him. He was cutie.”

      She glanced over at the windows. “Look, he’s backing his truck up right now. Looks like it’s loaded, a great ride.”

      She winked over at Stephanie. “I’m referring to the truck, of course.”

      This had everyone turning around, craning their necks to take in the shiny black Ford pickup truck slowly passing by the window. Then they all turned back to her, disapproval in their gaze.

      Her cheeks burning with embarrassment, Stephanie closed her eyes.

      This can’t be happening. Could this day get any worse?

      She pressed her lips together and turned her back on the man behind her. She then stared straight ahead, zeroing in on the pot of daisies setting on the counter. 

      Just ignore them. You don’t know any of these people. And what are the chances you’ll ever run into any of them again?

      

      Forty-five minutes later, she was running through the rain to her car. Then it was off in a race to get to the hospital, where she arrived for her shift with two minutes to spare. Her usual smile in place, no one even had a clue how terrible her day had been so far.

      Nope, she was the same positive and laid-back Steffi they had all come to expect.

      But only about an hour into her shift, after she had knocked over a full cup of coffee in the staff lounge and called one of her patients by the wrong name, she made her escape to the women’s lounge.

      She took out her phone to send a text.

      She needed to talk to Jason.

      
        
          
            
              
        Glad you’re home. Hey, can we meet sometime tomorrow? Café Latte? I need to talk to you. I have the day off. Let me know what time works for you. xoxo

      

      

      

      

      

       She slipped the phone back in her pocket. As she left the lounge, there was a determined look on her face.

      It was time to make a change in her life.

      And, yes… she was serious this time.
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        Once in a lifetime,

        you meet someone who changes everything.

        ~ Anonymous

      

      

      Jason Bennett finished the call he was on. After he shoved his phone in his pocket, he sauntered down the hall and into Darcey’s office.

      A slow smile spread across her face when she glanced up from her computer and saw him.

      For a long moment, they fell into each other’s gaze. Then, with a smile to match hers, he strolled his way over to her desk. Bracing himself with his hands, he leaned across the desk to give her a lingering kiss.

      He was smiling as he reluctantly pulled away, his voice wrapping around her like a hug. “Hey gorgeous, I hope you don’t mind my stopping by, but I needed this moment. It’s been a crazy morning. I also wanted to say hi to my favorite wife before I headed over to the studio.”

      She smiled up at him. “Hmm… your favorite, huh? Well, if this is true, you can stop by whenever you want.”

      The look she was giving him had sent his mind scrambling, trying to think if there was any way he could get out of the recording session he was due at in less than a half-hour. He hadn’t been exaggerating when he said the morning had been hectic. And he could think of nothing that would make things better than to spend time with her.

      But he knew this wasn’t about to happen.

      He reached over to tuck a stray curl behind her ear, his fingers trailing down her cheek in a soft caress. “I shouldn’t be too late. The job shouldn’t take long. Of course, this all depends if everyone is ready to go. If they are, it should be an easy wrap.”

      After leaning in for another kiss, he tilted his head, his look suddenly pensive. “Have you talked to Steffi since your dinner with the girls last night? I know you said she left early because she wasn’t feeling well.”

      Darcey shook her head. “Only through a text. She claimed she was fine, but wanted to know if I might have found her wallet on the table. She thought she put it in her pocket, but when she checked this morning, it wasn’t there. I hope she found it.”

      Jason frowned. “No such luck, I guess. Jack told me he ran into her a little while ago at the license bureau. She was there to get a new one. He said she seemed sort of frazzled, not her usual self.”

      He sighed. “Not long after I talked to him, I got a text from Stephanie. She wants to meet at Café Latte tomorrow. She said she needs to talk to me.”

      His hands jammed in his pockets, he walked over to the window. For a few moments, he was silent, staring out at the rain drenched courtyard.

      He turned back to Darcey, his brow creased with worry. “She seemed like her usual self at the wedding. I wonder what’s going on?”

      He frowned. “This better not have anything to do with that doctor… Noah, or whatever the hell his name is. I don’t understand why she is so infatuated with him. He’s left her hanging so many times.”

      Darcey had left her desk and leaning against him, she rested her head on his shoulder. “She’s said nothing about him to me.” She smiled up at him. “I think it’s wonderful how close the two of you are. Over the past couple of years, I’ve hardly talked to my brother, let alone seen him.”

      A smile suddenly lit up her face. “I’m so glad he flew in for the wedding with Alicia. Even though they have only been dating for about five months, they seemed pretty serious. Don’t you think?”

      Then she frowned. “But, my father? I’m still not happy about him and June not having a real wedding.”

      Jason wrapped his arm around her, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “Ah… yes, I know. You’re not happy they got married without telling anyone. But this is what they both wanted.”

      She tilted her head up at him, skeptical. “Oh? And how do you know this?”

      He shrugged. “Your father and I talked for a long time. He told me they want to keep everything low key for a while. Then they plan to have a small reception in the fall.”

      He grinned down at her. “And, yes… we will be invited.”

      She leaned her head back to look up at him. “Wow… and here I was so worried about the two of you not getting along.”

      “It’s all good, gorgeous.” He framed her face in his hands, and after giving her another lingering kiss, he sighed. “I’d rather not, but I should get going. I’ll see you later, okay?”

      She grinned. “Okay, and after dinner tonight? We should get a start on all those thank-you notes we need to write.”

      He groaned. “I’ve got an idea. Instead, let’s break the rules and send out a mass thank you email. This way, we’ll get it done in record time.”

      Her horrified expression made him laugh. “I’m kidding, gorgeous. I’ve been around more than my share of weddings to know better.”

      At the door, he turned to blow her a kiss, mouthing the words I love you. After giving her a smile, one she knew he saved for only her, he left her office.

      Back at her desk, she started thinking about Stephanie. She had surprised everyone when she left the restaurant during dinner last night. But in the text about her missing wallet, she said she was fine, coming across as the cheerful Stephanie they all knew.

      Darcey glanced down at her watch. She was working on her report for the weekly meeting tomorrow morning with Elenore Cromley, the new owner of The Regency. After she finished, her plan was to stop by the studio to surprise Jason.

      She rested her chin in her hand, thinking about how much she loved watching him at work. But this wasn’t going to happen if she didn’t stop thinking about him and get back to work.

      After she refreshed her computer screen to check what she had so far, she groaned, dragging her hand through her hair. She had forgotten all about Elenore’s request for new brochures. According to her, it was time to shelve the run-of-the-mill pamphlet they had put up with for so many years. She wanted to add a touch of class, keep up with the times.

      She checked the time. If  she wanted to surprise Jason, she needed to get some work done.

      Starting now.

      

      A short while later, she was holding the printed copy of the report in her hand.

      Yes, printed copies were what Elenore insisted on for all office related business dealings. She claimed staring at a computer screen, day after day, was what had caused a decline in her vision over the past few years.

      Darcey shut off her computer, and locking her office door, she left The Regency.

      She couldn’t wait to surprise Jason.
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      “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. Welcome to Cleveland. The local time is six-twenty-four, light rain is falling, and the temperature is at fifty-four degrees. A chilly day for the start of May in Cleveland.”

      “For your own safety and the safety of those around you, please remain seated until the ‘Fasten Seat Belt’ sign shows it is safe to stand. Also, since articles may have shifted during flight, please use caution when opening the overhead compartments. Have a safe trip home, and we look forward to again doing business with you in the future.”

       Evan Marshall watched his fellow passengers in a mad rush to exit the plane.

      He wasn’t feeling the same urgency. After all, there was no one waiting to meet him. 

      Nope… the only thing you have to look forward to is your empty condo.

      There was one person who might care he was back. This would be Joe Nicholson, his partner in crime in the world of freelance photography. They had been friends since Evan took a job with the same newspaper Joe had worked for the past fifteen years. 

      When Evan was offered a freelance assignment for a travel magazine shoot in New Zealand, it was Joe who encouraged him to take the job. He was quick to point out, not only was he too talented to stay on at the local paper, a change of scenery would do him good.

      He needed to stop feeling sorry for himself. It was time he got off the pity train he was on and joined the living again.

      After all, it wasn’t all about him. 

      He also had a lot more to say, but this about summed it up. 

      This had made Evan furious, their resulting argument almost developing into a full-blown fistfight. But after another setback, his life again feeling like it was spiraling out of control, Evan accepted the job.

      Like Joe, he had joined the world of freelance photography.

      And how was that working out  for him? As of now, he had no new job prospects, and the few inquiries he’d sent out were still unanswered.

      So, he had no idea what was going to happen next.

      But as much as he hated to admit, especially to Joe, he was thankful for the push he gave him. Not only had his time in New Zealand been the experience of a lifetime, he had been busy twenty-four-seven. So, this gave him very little time to think about anything else.

      This included Kelsie. The overwhelming grief that came upon him when she took over his thoughts had begun to lessen. And his memories were now easier to bear, bringing almost as many smiles as tears.

      He glanced around to see the plane was now almost empty. About to leave his seat, he had to wait for a woman to pass by. Loaded down with more bags than should have been allowed, her long blonde hair nudged his memory, an image of Stephanie popping up in his mind.

      But then… Poof. It disappeared.

      But why does this surprise you? After all, she has no reason to be there.

      He hadn’t seen or talked to her in over six months. So much could have changed by now. She could be engaged or even married.

      This possibility had him angrily hauling himself out of his seat and grabbing his bag from the overhead bin. After nodding his thanks to the flight attendant, he made his way to the baggage claims. There he saw the same long blonde-haired woman also waiting to claim her luggage.

      Damn if this didn’t have Stephanie invading his thoughts again. But this time, her image hung around.

      Closing his eyes, he gave in and let the memories play.

      Stephanie… what is it about her? Why can’t you seem to let her go?

      Yeah, her friends called her Steffi. But for him, she would always be Stephanie. He had decided this the moment she first told him her name. There had been no short cuts involved when God made her. She was perfect in every way. So Stephanie was only fitting.

      It was when he arrived early to photograph the Grand Ballroom on the night of the Masquerade Ball that he first saw her. His mind trying to grasp she was real and not a figment of his imagination, he’d watched as she appeared to float from table to table, adding programs to each place setting. Her pale blond hair had shimmered like spun gold in the candlelight. 

      She had him spellbound. 

      When she had turned, their eyes meeting, the connection had been instantaneous. And from that moment on, very move, every word they shared became a permanent memory in his mind. 

      He liked to think she had been sent to rescue him. A beacon of light in the darkness he had been struggling so hard to leave behind.   

      It was a night that changed his life forever. And now, with New Zealand behind him, he’d swear she kept showing up in his mind, more than she had before.

      Like now.

      Watching the suitcases bounce their way past him on the luggage carousel, he thought about the last time he saw her. Not even twenty-four hours after the night of the masquerade ball, he decided to surprise her while she was working her shift at the hospital. Holding a bouquet of roses and a box with a chocolate brownie, from what she’d told him was her favorite bakery, he had stepped off the elevator to the third floor of the hospital. 

      He saw her right away. 

      She was talking to a man, his white coat indicating he was a doctor. Waiting for them to finish their conversation, he had watched as the man whispered something in her ear. But it was when he caressed her cheek with his fingertips, this intimacy between them had been enough for Evan to know it was over.

      He didn’t have a chance.

      It wasn’t until someone had reached around him to hit the button to hold the door open, he slipped back into the elevator. He glanced over seconds later to see Stephanie was no longer there.

      He didn’t remember the ride down to the main floor. And he only vaguely recalled the confused expression on the woman’s face at the registration desk when he handed her the flowers and bakery box. After mumbling some lame excuse about allergies, he’d practically  ran out of the building. 

      The next day, he decided Joe was right. He needed to clear his mind, find a better way to deal with what life had handed him. And to do this, he needed to get away… the further, the better. So, this is why he’d accepted the job in New Zealand.

      But things don’t always work out the way you think they will. Because here he was, back on familiar ground, slipping right back into the life he’d hoped to leave behind.

      Why did you even think you were ready to move on?

      He almost missed his bag, just barely managing to drag it off the carousel before it passed by. Then he was off to join the long line for the next available taxi.

      The blonde haired woman had disappeared, nowhere to be seen.

      He hoped this wasn’t a premonition of what was to come.

      

      Forty-five minutes later, he was unlocking the door to his condo.

      After he dropped his bag to the floor and turned on the light, he gazed slowly around the room. Comforted by the familiarity of home,  as simple as it was, he felt his whole body relax in a long sigh.

      There was a bottle of wine on the dining room table. This was accompanied by a note. The almost impossible to read handwriting, more like a scribble, told him it was from Joe.

      
        
        Welcome home. There’s a pot roast from Beth in the fridge. Call me after you get caught up with your sleep. I might have a lead on a job for you.

        Enjoy the vino, Joe

      

      

      He took the pot roast out of the refrigerator, knowing he was in for a treat. It was a well-known fact Joe’s wife Beth was one of the best cooks on this side of town. After he put the pan in the oven and hit the timer, he headed for the shower.

      It was after midnight when he finally fell into bed. He thought about Joe’s mention of a job. And for the first time in a long while, he found he was looking forward to what it wa about.

      But this was as far as his thinking went before he fell into an exhausted sleep.

      Remember, he was still on New Zealand time.
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        Sometimes it’s easy to love.

        Sometimes it’s difficult.

        But at the end of the day, it’s always a choice.

        ~Anonymous

      

      

      Across town, Jake Martin was jerked out of a sound sleep.

      An unfamiliar sound filtering through his semi-conscious state, he tensed, staring into the darkness.

      Something wasn’t right.

      Lifting his head from the pillow, he squinted over at the clock on the nightstand to see it read two-forty-eight.

      This was when he realized the whimpering sound that woke him?

      It was coming from Gracie.

      Pressed up against him, the fabric of his tee-shirt clutched in her hands, she had burrowed her head underneath his arm as if she was trying to hide.

      She pushed even harder against him, her words coming out in a muffled sob. “No, no, no… you can’t do this. You can’t take her… please…”

      Now he was wide awake.

      What the hell? Take who?

      Lifting his arm, he turned to frame her face with his hands. His voice was urgent, but soothing. “Peaches, wake up, baby. You’re having another bad dream.”

      She stilled. He watched as her lashes fluttered open. Her eyes frantically searching his face, she began to cry, big gulping sobs. Then she tried to tell him something. But she wasn’t making any sense.

      He pulled her against him, his lips moving in her hair. “There, there… let it all out. Whatever it is, you’re going to be okay. I’m here.”

      Even though the tone of his voice was calm, he was worried. This was the second night in a row she had jerked him out of a sound sleep because of one of these nightmares.

      But last night’s dream hadn’t been as bad. After he’d kissed her awake, murmuring words of comfort as he held her in his arms, she had drifted right back to sleep.

      He sighed, pressing another kiss into her hair. He would never get used to these nightmares she had. Usually triggered by a bad memory, they kept coming back to haunt her. And no matter how many times he told her nothing she shared about her past would change the way he felt about her, she refused to let him in. A closed look coming over her face, she would change the subject.  

      So, he was powerless, only able to give as much love as she was willing to accept.

      But these last two nights, the nightmares were different. There was something deeper going on, something she wasn’t telling him. Something terrified her. Not only could he see this, he could feel it.

      When she became still against him, his murmur fell right below her ear. “What’s going on, baby? Tell me. Whatever it is, I’ll do what I can to make it better.”

      This set her off all over again, the tears flowing afresh. But this time, at least he understood some of what she was trying to say. “Oh, Jake… I don’t think you can. I’m so scared. I received a notice from the adoption agency. Bella’s father is filing for total custody. He claims he’s turned his life around and is ready to be her father again.”

      She took a big gulping breath, her hands gripping his shirt even tighter. “He tried to do this once before, but failed. According to the social worker, this time he’s been able to gather a lot of support. From his employer, neighbors, family… the list goes on and on.”

      Her voice hardened. “I’m sure some of his contacts are part of this list. The people who owe him favors. They have a lot of experience at putting up a good front, while hiding what is really going on.”

      She began crying again. “Oh, Jake… even the social worker told me how worried she is. I can’t let him take Bella. I know what will happen. And it won’t be good.”

      Jake was having a hard time. He didn’t understand. The thought of losing his little Bella-bee, this the nickname he’d given her, was something he thought they would never again have to worry about.

      My God, with all the red tape and interviews you and Gracie went through to get the adoption finalized, how is this even possible?

      Then his confusion turned to anger, followed by a sudden determination. This was not going to happen.

      Not if he could help it.

      He pulled Gracie closer, his words a solemn vow. “Peaches, I promise you, no one is going to take Bella away from us. No matter what it takes, we will settle this once and for all. We are a family, and we’re going to stay a family.”

      Her eyes searching his, trying so hard to believe him, had her shaking her head. “But he’s her father. This holds so much weight in the adoption process. They always give parents top consideration.”

      He didn’t respond. This had her bottom lip quivering, bringing on more tears. “Oh, God… I’m so sorry. You don’t deserve this. I’ve already brought so much pain into your life as it is.”

      He shifted, so that he was gazing into her face. There was a huskiness in his voice. “Peaches, look at me. You and Bella are everything to me. What you brought into my life is more love than I ever thought I’d have. I love you. I love Bella. And I will fight with everything I have to keep the three of us together. We’ll get the best lawyers and do whatever is needed to stop this once and for all. Okay?”

      She let out a long, trembling sigh before she nodded. Then she gazed up at him, her words brushing across his face. “I love you, Jake Martin. You are my rock. I still don’t understand how you can love me, too.” Her next words were barely audible. “It’s just that I’m so afraid with the mess I’ve made of my life, having a baby with you is something that will never happen. And if we lose Bella…”

      She closed her eyes, shaking her head. “This isn’t fair to you.”

      He gathered her even closer. “Peaches, it’s in God’s hands. With his help, we’ll work this out. I know we will.”

      Lulled by the soothing sound of his voice, his hand gently sifting through her hair, she was finding it hard to keep her eyes open. Over the past two days, the all-consuming fear of losing Bella had taken over her life. Sleep was impossible, any she got interrupted by bad dreams. Leaving her so damn tired. 

      She hadn’t planned on telling Jake about Bella, not until she received more information from the social worker. With his restaurant experiencing one of its busiest months, for Jake, this made for long days. When he came home, he needed a night of uninterrupted sleep.

      Like, now… he shouldn’t have to worry about you all the time.

      She reached up to give him a kiss. “I’m sorry. Go back to sleep. I’ll be fine now.” Curling up against him, she closed her eyes and within minutes, her even breathing told him she had fallen asleep.

      But for Jake, sleep didn’t come easy. Staring into the darkness, his mind wouldn’t let go of what Gracie told him.

      So, it was a long time before, exhausted, he also fell asleep.

      And this time, he was the one plagued by bad dreams.

      
      The blaring beep of the alarm clock had Jake searching for the snooze button. After almost knocking both the lamp and the clock off the nightstand, he finally put an end to the annoying sound.

      The time was seven-forty-five, the numbers a bright red glow in the pale morning light.

      He gazed down at Gracie. Curled up against him, her hand clutching his arm even in sleep, she didn’t move an inch.

      “I love you, peaches.” When she only burrowed deeper into the blankets in response to his whisper, he placed a soft kiss on her cheek. Carefully maneuvering his way off the bed, he shut the bedroom door behind him and padded down the hall to the kitchen.

      He switched on the coffeemaker. Leaning against the counter, he dragged his hands back through his hair and gave an enormous yawn.

      For the next few minutes, mesmerized by the comforting sound of the coffee perking, he tried to wake up.

      He felt like he had been hit by a truck. Since he hadn’t slept well, his hope was the coffee would remedy this. He had a full day ahead of him.

      This began with his usual early morning trip to the farmer’s market for fresh produce. Then he had a late morning appointment with a new wine distributor. The woman who handled all the desserts for the restaurant had also promised to stop by in the afternoon with her newest creations.

      First things first. He picked up his phone from the counter. He needed to send Sam Bridges a text. As one of his long-time friends, he’d swear Sam knew almost everyone in town. Even if he didn’t know of a lawyer experienced in custody cases, he’d be able to recommend someone who did.

      His first impulse had been to call Joel Kennedy, his friend and co-owner of Jake’s Place. Since he had just passed the bar, he might be of some help. But he didn’t want to bother him since he and Amber, his assistant chef, had finally given in to his insistence they take some time off. Only yesterday, they had returned after a two-week trip to Florida with Amber’s two kids.

      He smiled, thinking about Joel and Amber. If there was ever a perfect match, they had nailed it on all counts. He sensed there was an engagement in their near future. 

      The text sent, he began scrolling through his messages, his fingers crossed there were no additional problems waiting for him at the restaurant.

      “Daddy?”

      He glanced up from his phone to see Bella standing by the entrance to the room, her stuffed rabbit clutched in her arms. She sent him a big smile.

      Setting his phone on the counter, he held out his arms.

      She came running across the room, and after he
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