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Dedication
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This one’s for my husband, and our blind date I thought would be once and forgotten. But life can throw you surprises because we’re still together with our fiftieth anniversary waving in the rearview mirror. He’s been a keeper, one who stays and supports me even in my writing endeavors. Thanks, Jim, for always being here for me. You are the best! So now I’ve come up with some blind date ideas, and one might resemble ours. Or maybe it won’t. But these dates all start off with a little problem.
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Chapter 1
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Bethany Warren looked up at the full moon, enormous as it hung close over the small town of Wayside, Arkansas, with a promise of something special coming her way tonight. According to her friend, Roseanna Taylor, she would meet the love of her life this very evening when she entered the coffee shop. “Just look for a handsome man with a long stem red rose.” Roseanna’s eyes had sparkled as if a secret hid behind her smile. “He will be your date and maybe your life’s partner. Have fun, and tell me all about it tomorrow. I’ll be waiting on pins and needles.”

When she reached the coffee shop, a man pushed the door open, hurried out, and brushed past as if he hadn’t seen her. She glanced at him, wondering what his hurry was. Chimes sounded as she entered the shop, but they could not drown out the pounding of her heart. At least she didn’t have to worry that her date was the rude man who’d almost plowed her down. Was it excitement or fear that made her heart beat so hard? She wasn’t sure, but thought it might be a combination of the two. Could Roseanna be right that at last she might find someone who was just right for her? The shop was warm with so many people filling it. She stepped to the side and unbuttoned her coat then paused while her eyes took in the surroundings of the quaint coffee shop. This must be a popular place. So many people milling around, or sitting in booths on each side with tables set in the middle for two or four. Where would he be? Roseanna assured her he would come a few minutes early and find a place for them to sit. She felt conspicuous staring at every man as if looking for the one. But what else could she do?

Handsome man? There were several that might fit that description. If only Roseanna had given her a color to look for. Like a red shirt to match the red rosebud. She laughed silently. That might be overkill. Then her gaze landed on the man to her left sitting alone in a booth. As she watched, he picked up a long-stemmed rose and looked at it quizzically, as if wondering where it had come from. That was strange, but it must be him. When he didn’t look up to see if she’d arrived, but turned the flower as if to inspect each part, then set it back down, she stepped forward.

She wasn’t all that impressed with his appearance, but he was very good-looking in a rugged sort of way. He certainly hadn’t dressed for their date in the way she’d expected. He wore a burnt-orange button-up shirt with the top button undone. Comfortable, certainly. As she moved toward him, she tried to piece together a personality that would appear so comfortable yet have an analytical mind such as an accountant might. He seemed relaxed, but uncomfortable with the flower. Maybe he was a man’s man and felt flowers were for women only. He’d probably be glad to pass it on to her. She stopped at his booth. “Hello, I’m Bethany Warren. I assume you are Steve Jones?”

He lifted light-brown eyes to her face. For a moment, he didn’t speak as his gaze lingered, as if memorizing her features. When his eyes lowered to her lips and stopped, a smile came to his. He stepped out of the booth to stand beside it. “Hello, Bethany Warren.” His voice was rich and low, a perfect accompaniment to his appearance. “I’m very pleased to meet you, but I’m sorry to admit I’m not who you are looking for.”

Why had he stood? Was he leaving? As the questions flew through her mind, an answer followed. He was one of few still left on this earth. A gentleman. Warmth settled around her heart until his confession drove it away. She blinked and shook her head. Gentleman or not, what was he pulling? “But you must be Steve. I mean the rose.” She motioned toward the table where it lay.

His eyebrows lifted as he repeated. “The rose? I wondered about that. Do you have an answer to this puzzle?” He motioned for her to sit across the table from where he had been. “Please, why don’t you sit so we can figure this out? If you have come because of the rose, I have a confession to make.”

His smile was so winning, so charming. She didn’t want to resist. “Well, I guess it would be all right.” With one more look around the coffee shop, she found no other man even glancing her way. Either this was Steve or she’d been stood up. Bringing her attention back to him, she smiled. “Thank you.”

She slipped off her coat and laid it beside her as she sat on the bench seat before he resumed his place across from her and spoke. “I assume you don’t know this Steve Jones?”

“I know of him, but I’ve never met him personally.” She felt embarrassed to admit the truth. But maybe she should tell all if she wanted to get answers. “My friend set me up to meet Steve tonight. We were to meet at this coffee shop to see if we might like to date. For reasons of my own, I felt it would be the right thing to do.”

“Yes, of course. I hope I’m not making you uncomfortable. Would you like to hear how I’ve taken possession of this beautiful rose I believe was meant for you?” He must have a string of girlfriends clinging to his every word. How could they help it with that smile he practiced with such ease?

“Could I know your name first?” Beth felt uncomfortable, but only because of her attraction to this man, and she was sure he saw her as only a pathetic woman who had to find help to meet men. But she hadn’t asked for help. Her well-meaning friend had talked her into coming tonight, and she’d gotten caught up in the romance and the full-moon, red roses, and the warm spring evening. All flew straight at her heart, and she’d fallen for it.

“Of course! I’m sorry, I should have told you right off.” Again that smile zinged through her chest. “I am Chad Yates. Well, Chadwick Robert Yates the third, to be most accurate. But please call me Chad. All my friends do.”

“Chad it is then.” Why did she think of old money when she heard a third added to a name? If so, they could never be friends. Not when she’d just lost her job because of cutbacks, and she was thinking of selling her car to cover expenses. Which she might do tomorrow if she didn’t lose her apartment first. Then she might need the car for a bedroom. Nope! Chadwick the third wouldn’t even consider calling her a friend if he knew. But she couldn’t think of that. Not now. “So you have information about what might have happened to the man I was supposed to meet tonight?”

“I think so.” Chad’s brow lowered. “But I don’t know why he did what he did.”

“You mean you know him?” This was getting interesting.

“No, but I think I saw him.” Chad leaned back as if relaxed, while she was anything but. “When I came in tonight, the place was full. As I looked around for a table, I noticed a man holding this flower.” He motioned toward the rose. “He was talking on his phone. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but he looked disturbed. Then he threw the flower down and stood.”

“He left?”

“Yes, and I took advantage by grabbing his spot before someone else came in. The flower came with the booth. I was just looking at it wondering what the story was, when you came in and approached me.”

The man who’d left as she’d entered the shop. Had that been Steve? If so, she liked Chad much better. Too bad he was rich. Or was that just her imagination talking? One couldn’t tell by looks or actions, and she couldn’t ask. Would it hurt to get acquainted?

God leads his children through this life if they trust in Him. Could this be a detour He had planned?
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Chad watched the expressive eyes across from him. Did she believe his story? It was true, but after seeing and talking with her, it sounded absurd that a man would run from such a woman. He’d seen, even dated, plenty of beauties, but there was something genuine about Bethany. If they became better acquainted, would she remain as fresh and attractive as she was right now? He thought she would pass the test of time, but only time and proximity would tell the truth.

“What are you thinking?” Her voice brought his thoughts to a screeching halt.

He chuckled. “You caught me I’m afraid. To answer honestly, I was wondering if you’d mind substituting me for Steve? I am alone tonight and would welcome your company. I’m probably as open a book as your friend, Steve, would have been. Unless you knew more about him than you’ve mentioned?”

“No, I knew very little. His name is Steven Jones. He has a position with an accounting firm locally, and he is single, never married, but interested in settling down. That’s about the extent of it.”

“Steven Jones?” Chad made a mental note to check on Monday because he thought Yates Accounting might have an employee named Jones. Wouldn’t it be interesting if his first name were Steven? “Wish I could tell you more, but I’m not acquainted with the man.”

“I’m not sure I’m interested in learning any more than I already know.” Her smile was sweet and open. “As I arrived this evening, a man brushed past as if I were nothing. I’ve been wondering if that was who I came to meet.”

“Well, the timing is right, but I can’t imagine any man coming face-to-face with you and not noticing.” He enjoyed the flush that covered her face. Her dark brown hair fell around her shoulders in thick waves. Her eyes shone from a pool the color of dark chocolate, and her lips were full and kissable. When had he seen such an appealing woman? At the moment, he couldn’t think of any other. And apparently, she didn’t know the effect she had on him. “What would you like? Pastry, cake, pie, coffee, or tea?”

There was that sweet smile again. She tilted her head and looked at him as if she were shy. “Are you my date now?”

He couldn’t keep from laughing. If he spent any more time with her, he’d start falling in love. Now that was something to laugh about. The man who defied his parents for ten years to remain single, and now he was thinking of marriage after meeting a woman ten minutes ago. Or was it an hour? Seemed he’d known her forever, yet not at all. Did it matter? He was having fun for the first time in weeks. “I’m buying you something to eat and drink. And if you’ll let me, I’d be honored to see you home later. Does that answer your question?”

Ah! Her rosy cheeks glowed again as she nodded, her eyes downcast. Where have you been all my life, Bethany Warren? He smiled. “I’m thinking of getting a cup of coffee, but I can’t decide between cake or pie. What do you think?”

She seemed to cast off her shyness as she looked into his eyes. “I’ve been craving a small slice of apple pie with an iced sweet tea. I’d go with no sweetening, but I’m afraid it would clash with the pie if I did.”

He chuckled, loving the way her mind worked. Not once had she batted her eyes at him or in any way attempted to flirt. Most women smelled his father’s money as soon as they heard his name, but not Bethany. She seemed oblivious to his social status, or maybe she had enough of her own wealth. Tonight, he wouldn’t worry about those things. Tonight was for fun. Just a diversion to clear his head and relax.

He moved to stand, but turned back to her. “If I get pie, it will be coconut cream. Hot, bitter coffee, cold sweet pie. Sounds good doesn’t it?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Eww! I’m sure it sounds lovely to you.”

He laughed, as he’d been doing a lot of tonight. He hoped she lived nearby so he could walk her home. There was something special about strolling with a girl. Maybe she’d let him hold her hand. Was it too soon? Hold hands on the first date, kiss on the second. Yeah, that sounded about right. When could he introduce her to his grandmother? Somehow, he had a feeling they would hit it off from the first hello. He couldn’t wait.

When he returned with the pie and set it down, he told her. “They ran out of trays. I’ll be right back with the drinks.”

“Oh, I could have helped. I’m so sorry.” She made as if to move, and he stopped her.

“No, you sit still. I’m waiting on you this time. Besides, someone needs to hold on to our table in this crowd. Next time, you can do the running.” After flashing a reassuring smile, he headed back for their coffee and tea. The table held packets of sugar and a creamer, so they should be able to doctor their drinks however they wanted. But from his experience in the past, the coffee would be perfect as it came.

While they ate, they kept a lively conversation going, as he tried to learn everything he could about her in twenty minutes. “Tell me about your family. Are you a spoiled only child like me, or did you come from a large family? If you did, I’m jealous.”

She smiled at his accurate statement. Probably didn’t believe he’d want to be part of
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