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__________

​

“You’ve got this, Gregory. Drop to one knee. Say the words.”

Cole stared at his reflection in the mirror, his stomach churning. The same pep talk he’d used on dozens of athletes did nothing to calm his nerves. Could have something to do with the four failed attempts over the last six months.

But tonight...

Tonight was Sydney’s thirtieth birthday. He was taking her to Elements at the Sanctuary Camelback Mountain. A special date place. Like a proposal or anniversary place.

The reflection staring back at him frowned, lines forming across his forehead. He looked the part in his sleek charcoal gray Tom Ford jacket—Shelton fit. Deep blue button-down shirt, collar open. The dark indigo Tom Ford denim was a new look for him. Along with the Lucchese black cowboy boots and black Stetson—both must-haves according to his best friend and boss, Derin Vargas. A worthy outfit for a proposal if there ever was one.

Turning from the mirror, he stuffed two jewelry boxes in his pockets. Right ring. Left necklace. The bailout gift. Just in case. It was her birthday after all. He couldn’t skip giving her something. And he couldn’t leave the rental house without a back up plan.

Cole walked past the stack of unpacked boxes and eyed the two sets of keys on the hook by the door. McLaren Spyder? Ram 1500 TRX? Both were impressive. And impractical for ranch life. But he wasn’t a ranch hand, and he’d spent his first career as a sports agent to some big names in the NFL, MLB, and more. No wife. No kids. More money than he knew what to do with.

McLaren. Yeah. It was a special night and a long drive.

As he grabbed the keys and climbed behind the wheel, his phone pinged.

Instagram alert. Don’t look at it. Don’t look at it.

He looked at it.

Audrey.

His gut twisted at the picture. Her new husband, youth-pastor Jeff. Their three kids. A day at the beach looked picture-perfect.

And every bit of everything Cole had never been for her.

Tonight of all nights. Not good. He didn’t need the reminder. Not if he hoped to seal the deal with Sydney.

Cole gripped the steering wheel tightly as images from a lifetime ago scrolled across his mind’s eye. The echoes of heated arguments ringing in his ears. She’d wanted more from him. More than he could give. He was building his career. He’d been faithful. Came home as often as he could.

But building his career as a premier sports agent required more sacrifices than Audrey could accept.

He hadn’t been enough.

Cole frowned and turned on loud Christian music to drown out the failures of his youth. He had to get in the right headspace. For Sydney.

The bass pounded through the speakers as he drove on the quiet streets of Forepaugh. Ten minutes to the ranch. Ten minutes to pull himself together.

Four times. He’d almost proposed four times over the last six months.

Christmas at the ranch. Twinkling lights. Friends gathered. The moment had been perfect. Until it wasn’t.

Valentine’s Day in Scottsdale. Romantic dinner. Roses. He’d reached for the ring box and... nothing.

That trail ride last month. Sunset at the overlook. Arizona desert painted gold and orange. Sydney’s hand in his. The words stuck in his throat like concrete.

Some random Tuesday at work. They’d been alone in his office. She smiled at him, and everything felt right. Simple. True. Then his phone rang, and the moment vanished.

Four times he’d choked.

Tonight was attempt number five.

His phone buzzed in the cupholder. Text from Derin.

Tonight’s the night, bro. Praying for you.

Cole stared at the screen. Derin didn’t know. Didn’t know about his past life. The fear that ate at him in the dark.

Another text.

Madison says if you don’t propose tonight, she’s staging an intervention.

Cole’s lips twitched despite the knot in his stomach. Madison would too. She’d been dropping hints for months about Sydney’s biological clock.

He should text back. Something confident.

Instead, he turned off the music. The silence pressed in.

The ring box sat in his right pocket. He’d carried it for six months. Round stone. Small diamonds trailing down each side. Simple, classic, and exactly her.

If he could just give it to her.

He hadn’t been enough for Audrey. Wasn’t sure he’d be enough for Sydney.

Cole shook his head. Sydney wasn’t Audrey. He wasn’t the same man he’d been back then. He’d changed. Grown.

Except the fear remained. Paralyzing. Suffocating.

Father, help me. Please. I want to do this. I need to do this.

The prayer felt weak. Inadequate.

The little convenience store came into view, and he eased off the gas. He stopped and bought a bouquet of mixed flowers. Red roses, white carnations, and a few pops of some yellow flower he didn’t know the name of. Simple. Sweet.

Like Sydney.

His Sydney. Knockout redhead with an atypical personality. Kind. Compassionate. Loving.

That she loved him at all still surprised him most days.

“You can do this, Gregory,” he said as he turned onto the gravel drive toward Vargas Ranch, the Spyder’s hum sending a thrill through him. A fleeting reprieve from his thoughts.

Yet the doubt niggled, picking at his confidence like a scorpion sting. Didn’t matter that Sydney wasn’t Audrey. He hadn’t been enough back then. Probably couldn’t be now.

He slowed as he turned down the lane to the women’s housing where his Sydney lived.

“Thirty is a big deal for women, Cole,” Madison told him a few days ago. “Bio clock and all.”

Cole knew that was her way of hinting that he’d better not fail this time. Madison’s husband, Derin, had been infinitely more direct. “Put a ring on it, bro.”

His cheeks puffed before he exhaled loudly.

A prayer hovered at the edge of his heart only to be swallowed by the Insta beach picture. He cut the engine and patted his left pocket, confirming the bailout gift was still there.

He probably shouldn’t propose on her birthday, anyway. Her thirtieth birthday.

Her bio clock birthday.

Cole swallowed hard, snatching the insufficient bouquet from the passenger seat. He stepped out of the sports car and rapped his knuckles against Sydney’s front door.

“Hey, Cole. Sydney’s almost ready,” Solana Vargas said as she swung the door open. “Oh, let me grab a vase for her.”

He stepped over the threshold, scanning the familiar space. Sydney’s room was on the left of the great room at the back of the apartment. Renata Vargas smiled a greeting from her perch on the overstuffed couch.

“Special occasion? You look great!” she exclaimed.

Heat climbed up his neck and face before settling in the tips of his ears.

Solana snorted. “Cole always brings the classy vibes.”

Thankfully, Sydney emerged from her room just then. Words fled his mind at the sight of her creamy skin against a bright green dress. Her emerald eyes sparkled as her soft lips spread into a huge smile. Her long red hair hung in stunning waves. She looked gorgeous.

Cole cleared his throat as he held out one hand for hers and the flowers in the other. She clasped his hand and leaned forward, placing a light kiss on his lips, already off script from their routine cheek peck. His throat clogged as she reached for the bouquet.

“Thank you for the flowers.” She lifted them to her nose and breathed in, those emerald gems glinting beneath her lashes, never breaking his gaze. “They’re lovely.”

“As are you.” Great. Scratchy voice. Weird compliment.

Her smile grew bigger so she must have appreciated it anyway.

“Let me put these in water.”

“I can do that for you,” Solana offered. “Wouldn’t want you to be late for your reservation.”

Sydney handed the bouquet off to her roommate. “Ready?”

“Um... Yeah.”

He slid his arm around her waist and led her out to the McLaren. Holding the door for her, he offered his other hand, suddenly realizing how dumb the gesture was. Like his hand would help her slide into the low-riding sports car. Dumb. Dumb. Dumb.

Once she fastened her seatbelt, he closed the door, his heart hammering against his ribs. She looked insanely gorgeous. Sexy even. A word he tried to avoid dwelling on for long. Made it too hard to keep it pure for their dating relationship if he allowed in those thoughts.

But if she were his wife? Wouldn’t be off limits.

No. That would only introduce other problems. Like her eventually figuring out that he wasn’t the catch she thought he was.

He sighed before he opened the door and climbed behind the wheel.

The drive to the restaurant would take almost two hours. The price of living in rural Arizona, far from the bustling Phoenix metro area.

“I’m surprised you didn’t drive the Ram.”

Cole reached over and squeezed her hand before releasing it to shift gears. “Seemed like a McLaren night. Happy birthday, Syd.”

“Thanks.”

Uh, oh. That tone. Not good.

He’d already done something wrong.

When she spoke again, the sadness or edge or whatever he’d heard was gone. Sydney filled the silence by updating him on the conversation with her parents.

“Mom wants to know if we’re ever going to get married and give her grandkids.”

The words sliced through him.

“I’m thirty now. As Mom so keenly pointed out, the older I am when I have kids, the more challenges there are.”

Cole clamped his jaw shut so tight it twitched.

After a beat, Sydney exhaled, her shoulders slumping. “I told her to trust God’s timing.”

His stomach clenched even tighter. God’s timing. That had been months ago. Should have been the first of Cole’s pitiful failed proposal attempts. Four times he had set up memorable, special dates. She had to know at this point that he sucked at this.

Tonight. He had to do this tonight. No more excuses. No more fear.

_____

Sydney went silent as Cole pulled onto the highway on the outskirts of Phoenix. Two-hour drive for a dinner date. Not the local Wickenburg steakhouse.

No. Not for Cole Gregory.

It would have been fine for her. She didn’t care for the flashy car or truck, or threads. She’d spent years around people adorned in finery with shallow hearts. It wasn’t her anymore.

The day she took the job at Vargas Sports as the Athlete Guest Services Manager had been the best day of her life. A chance to put down roots. Stop traveling the world as a tennis pro’s personal assistant.

And she still got to work with her best friend Madison, who’d settled into married life surprisingly well.

That her job included working with Cole Gregory was a bonus. Or it had been.

She blinked away the sting in her eyes as she looked out the window. Streetlights popped on in the fading sunlight. In the mirror, orange and deep red splayed in glorious tones across the dusk sky.

Two years in Arizona. One year as Cole’s girlfriend. Her thirtieth birthday.

The vibes he was giving off confused her. Dressed to impress. Elements at the Sanctuary? That said proposal.

Cheap flowers—so unlike him—like they were an afterthought. A pre-apology?

Sydney blinked harder, willing the tears to stay at bay.

She’d tried to stay positive. Tried to give him the space he needed to propose. He had to know she would say yes. They’d talked for almost six months about marriage. Kids. They’d prayed together and separately about it. All things pointed to a life together.

But she still had no ring on her finger.

And the conversation with Mom had put her in a poor mood. Talking about high-risk pregnancies. Pressure for grandkids, despite living halfway across the country from her parents.

Lord, please. Whatever is going on with Cole, please help him.

“Look behind us.”

Sydney twisted in the leather seat. The sunset gave one final valiant burst of color before dropping behind the White Tank Mountains. It felt like a metaphor for her relationship.

“Stunning.”

The silence settled again. She twisted the strap of her purse around her finger, then unwound it.

At last, Cole drove up the winding road to the mountaintop restaurant. The valet held the door open for her, practically drooling over Cole’s McLaren. Sometimes she wished he’d get rid of it. Or just buy an understated SUV.

Cole offered his arm, and she looped her hand in the crook as he gave his name to the hostess. The woman led them to a secluded table lit with a cluster of three candles in the centerpiece. The view was breathtaking. Dusk silhouetted the mountain. Low-voltage landscape lighting brought the foreground of palm trees, manicured lawn, and desert scrub an angelic quality.

The perfect ambience for a birthday celebration.

Sydney wanted to hope for more, but resigned herself to less.

The server appeared with menus, explaining the evening’s specials in a voice that sounded like background noise. Sydney’s hands trembled slightly as she accepted hers.

“We’ll start with the scallops,” Cole said.

Sydney ordered water with lemon. Cole did the same.

After the server left, Cole reached across the table for her hand. His palm was warm against hers. Solid. Real.

“This place is incredible, Cole. Thank you.”

“You deserve it.” His voice sounded strained. “You deserve everything.”

Sydney’s heart stuttered. The way he was looking at her. The intensity in his eyes. This was it. This had to be it.

Say it. Please, just say it.

But the server reappeared with their waters. Cole pulled his hand back. The moment dissolved.

Sydney took a sip. The cold water did nothing to settle her stomach.

“How’s the new athlete program going?” she asked, falling back on safe territory. Work. They could always talk about work. “The basketball player from Duke—did he extend his stay?”

Cole launched into details about scheduling conflicts and facility upgrades. Sydney contributed ideas about expanding the concierge services, grateful for the familiar rhythm of their conversation.

This was good. They were good together. He had to see that.

The scallops arrived perfectly seared with a delicate sauce. Sydney cut into one and nearly melted. “Oh, these are amazing. Try yours.”

Cole took a bite but barely seemed to taste it. His attention kept drifting. To his pocket. To the other tables. Anywhere but her eyes.

Sydney’s stomach knotted tighter.

His phone buzzed. He ignored it, which was unlike him. Cole always checked his phone.

“Are you okay?” She set down her fork. “You seem distracted.”

“I’m fine. Just... thinking about how beautiful you look tonight.”

The compliment should have warmed her. Instead, it felt like a deflection. He was saying what he thought she wanted to hear rather than what was really on his mind.

The server cleared their appetizer plates. Sydney’s pulse quickened. Salad course next. Then entrées. How much longer would he wait?

A burst of laughter erupted from across the dining room. Sydney turned. A young couple, maybe mid-twenties. The man was on one knee. Holding up a ring box. The woman’s hands covered her mouth, tears streaming.

She said yes.

The restaurant erupted in applause.

Sydney’s throat tightened. That should be them. Could be them.

“That’s so sweet,” she whispered.

When she looked back at Cole, his jaw was clenched, face blanched. He stared at his water glass as if it held answers.

The salads arrived. Caesar for her. She picked at the romaine, her appetite gone. The earlier joy from the scallops had evaporated.

“Syd—”

“The dressing is perfect,” she said quickly. Too quickly. Filling the silence before it could swallow them whole. “Exactly the right amount of lemon.”

They were talking about salad dressing. On her thirtieth birthday. At a proposal-worthy restaurant.

While Cole’s hands gripped his fork like he was holding on for dear life.

Lord, please. Whatever is holding him back, please help him through it. Give him courage. Give us both courage.

“Cole?” She set down her fork. “You really seem off tonight. Is something wrong?”

“Just want tonight to be perfect for you.”

“It already is.” The lie tasted bitter. Nothing about this felt perfect. It felt like waiting for a shoe to drop. Or a knee. Or a question that should have been asked months ago.

The server returned to clear their salad plates. “Your entrées will be out shortly. Can I get you anything else?”

Sydney shook her head. Cole said nothing.

The server left.

The silence stretched. Cole’s fingers drummed against the table. Once. Twice. Then stilled.

“The view really is stunning from up here,” Sydney said, turning toward the window. Anything to break the tension. “I can see why you picked this place.”

Cole didn’t respond.

The entrées arrived. Waygu steak for him. Filet for her. Both looked incredible. Sydney cut hers into tiny pieces but couldn’t bring herself to eat. Each bite felt like swallowing stones.

Cole forced his way through a few bites. The silence between them grew heavier. Suffocating.

This was supposed to be special. Romantic. The night everything changed.

Instead, it felt like the night everything ended.

Then Cole set down his fork. Wiped his mouth with his napkin.

Sydney’s breath caught.

He pushed back his chair. Stood.

Her pulse hammered in her ears.

Cole moved around the table.

Dropped to one knee beside her chair.

Was this really happening?

The tightness in his features said no. But the knee?

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small jewelry box. Sydney’s breath caught. And held. And held. And held.

“Say something,” she hissed.

He cleared his throat and stood. “Happy birthday, Syd.”

Each word stabbed through her as if slowly killing everything that had been good and beautiful about their relationship. About them.

Cole opened the box to reveal...

A cross necklace. Beautiful, yes. Too expensive? Of course.

Not a ring.

His fingers fumbled as he removed it from the box and moved behind her. Sydney’s eyes burned hotter than an Arizona summer day until a tear finally spilled over. The cool metal of the cross touched her skin as she scraped her hair out of Cole’s way. It took him an eternity to bring together the two ends of the chain.

Not a ring.

Be gracious.

She closed her eyes and inhaled. Then she released it softly. Slowly.

“It’s. Lovely.”

Cole took his seat across from her. She forced her features to relax. Or tried to.

“You like it?”

The strain in his voice was evident. She narrowed her eyes and frowned. He had intended to propose. And backed out. Again.

Again!

“I do.”

Sydney’s poor word choice split her heart wide open. This night needed to be over. Now.

“I...”

She shot to her feet. “Excuse me.”

She grabbed her purse and hurried to the restroom, tears streaming down her cheeks like Vargas Wash after a monsoon. Drowning. Swallowing her heart and dreams in giant gulps.

Sydney rushed into a stall and buried her face in her hands.

Lord? What is going on? Did I hear you wrong? Do you not want us to marry? Or is it Cole? Why won’t this happen?

Should I let him go?

The silence hollowed out her soul. 

She didn’t want to let Cole go. She wanted to be his wife. The mother of his children. She wanted to buy an overpriced house—because that’s what he wanted—on the side of a mountain. Take their kids to school. Teach them about Jesus. Grow old together.

But none of it—none of it could happen until Cole Gregory asked her.

What if he never did?

What if he enjoyed dating her but didn’t know how to tell her he didn’t see her as wife material? Maybe there was something wrong with her?

No. No. This had to do with something in him. Something deep. Painful.

Something he had never shared with her.

And wasn’t that part of the problem?

If he couldn’t trust her with his deepest secrets, then what future did they have?

Sydney dug a tissue from her purse, dabbing her eyes. They still had a two-hour drive back home. The sooner she left the sanctuary of the restroom, the sooner she could cry herself to sleep.​
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​

Cole could hardly breathe. The pain in Sydney’s eyes gutted him. She’d read his intention—and his utter failure—for what it was.

Way to ruin her birthday.

He raised two fingers to the server. “Can you box up everything?”

“Of course.”

He slid the card onto the table as his throat closed up.

The server understood the silent message. He returned quickly with their mostly uneaten meals packaged. And the receipt. Cole grossly overtipped him before stuffing his card back in his wallet. He stood carrying the bag of food, crossing to the hallway by the restrooms.

He leaned against the wall, dropping his head back. Closing his eyes, he allowed the gravity of his failure to settle into his bones.

The muffled sounds of the restaurant filtered through—laughter from a nearby table, the clink of wine glasses, someone’s birthday celebration complete with off-key singing. All those people were having normal, uncomplicated evenings while he’d just destroyed the best thing in his life.

For the fifth time.

The small box in his pocket pressed against his thigh, a physical accusation. Six months of carrying it everywhere. Six months of waiting for the perfect moment that never came. Or rather, six months of choking when the moment arrived.

Tonight was supposed to be different. Her thirtieth birthday. The milestone she’d mentioned in passing weeks ago, the biological clock comment she’d tried to make sound casual. He’d heard the hope underneath. The longing for the future she wanted. It was the same future he wanted. With her.

He’d planned everything. Made reservations at this special place. Rehearsed the words in his car. The ring had been sitting in his pocket all evening, burning a hole through the fabric.

And when the moment came—her eyes bright with anticipation—he’d frozen. Again. Watched hope flicker and die in her expression while his throat closed up and the words stayed locked inside.

Worse yet, he’d gone down on one knee. The universal signal of a proposal. Instead, he handed her the necklace.

He was going to lose her.

The women’s door opened. Sydney stepped into the hallway. The bright lights behind her gave her an almost ethereal appeal.

He loved her. He. Loved. Her. And he kept hurting her anyway.

She raised her chin and straightened her shoulders as she walked past him. He fell into step behind her, placing his hand at the small of her back. Her heels clicked out a terse rhythm against the tile as she hurried outside.

Cole caught the valet’s attention, and the young man darted off for his car.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled while they waited in the chilly air.

The words lit a fire, but his girlfriend—still just girlfriend—was too classy to give voice to it with an audience.

The hum of the McLaren sounded. The kid revved it a little before easing it to the curb. He tossed the keys to Cole and held the door for Sydney. Cole’s jaw twitched as he rounded the car, dropping the food in the tiny space behind his seat before pulling out. He took the turns a little faster than he should have, teeth grinding.

The highway stretched ahead, headlights cutting through the darkness. Cole’s mind raced, searching for something—anything—to say that would fix this. An apology that didn’t sound hollow. An explanation that didn’t expose his cowardice.

But every word he considered felt inadequate against the weight of what he’d done.

Sydney shifted in her seat, and he felt her gathering herself. Preparing. This wasn’t over.

The air simmered as he drove. He could feel her fury in her rigid posture, her picking at her fingernails.

He’d never argued with Sydney. Not once. They’d had a few disagreements. Worked through them.

But this felt different. Like a volcano about to spew lava over their soon-to-be fossil of a relationship. There might not be any coming back from this one.

Like his clients who suffered career-ending injuries, his relationship’s end seemed inevitable.

And it was all his fault.

“Do you not want me to be your wife?”

The soft words were loaded with deep hurt.

Cole cleared his throat. “I...”

She leaned forward in the low-slung passenger seat. “You don’t?”

“Don’t push me, Sydney.”

“Push you? We first talked about marriage well over six months ago. Either you want it or you don’t.”

His fingers tightened on the steering wheel as his blood boiled. “Can we talk about this later?”

“Like after my ovaries shrivel up and die?!”

The words hit like a punch to the gut. Thirty. She was thirty, and he’d wasted over a year of her life. If she wanted kids—and she did, he knew she did—so did he. Every month he stalled was a month stolen from her future.

“There’s no need to be crass,” he said, even as shame crawled up his spine. She wasn’t being crass. She was being honest. And he was still deflecting.

“When, Cole? When? When do you want to talk about whatever is eating at you?”

“Me?” He knew how wrong it was. But the truth still wouldn’t come.

“Are you saying this is my fault? What is wrong with me you don’t want to marry me? Are you seriously going to lead me on forever?”

The words were forming before he could stop them. Wrong words. Terrible words. The exact opposite of what she needed to hear.

“I. Need. Space.”

The moment they left his mouth, he wanted to take them back. Space? She wasn’t crowding him. She was asking for a future. A future they’d discussed dozens of times. But that stupid picture of Audrey and perfect Jeff was messing with his mind. He knew it, but he felt powerless to stop it.

He swallowed hard
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