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Chapter One

It was only because he was here again that she kept crossing his mind. He was long over her, Brian Rembrandt reminded himself with borrowed conviction, imbibing the brisk mountain air. All he needed was a stiff drink, a thick steak and a dealer having a bad night.  He wasn’t much of a gambler, but the cards would occupy his ruminating mind. And no matter how tired he was, he could still count to twenty-one. Pushing down the past, he crossed the street under a cloak of pine trees draped in velvety, gray light. 

He knew the way.  

This wasn’t his first time in Lake Tahoe, especially on the Fourth of July. Summer before last, he and Lindsay had watched the fireworks illuminate the basin here before making some sparks of their own on the beach. Lindsay had always wanted to make love on the sand, when the night was still but for the aspens whispering in the breeze and the occasional swoop of a gull’s wings. 

Brian had been happy to indulge her. Several times.   

“Good evening, sir,” the hostess greeted.

“Good evening.” Brian replied, stepping through the threshold of the huge mahogany doors. The floor-to-ceiling window wall gave way to a panoramic view of the lake cradled by the Sierra Nevadas. “Rembrandt for dinner.” 

“Yes, Mr. Rembrandt.” She consulted the chart on the podium, then directed him to the lodge-style restaurant at lake level. “Right this way.”

He began to oblige, but stopped midway down the stairs, momentarily mesmerized by the breathtaking fusion of pastels coaxing the crimson sun into the inky lake. So much so that when he resumed his stride, he inadvertently collided with someone. Careening on the staircase as if in slow motion, she attempted to grasp the banister for ballast. Instinctively, Brian hooked the waist of the woman half his size and pulled her to him. The force of his reach threw them both into the corner of the landing. “I’m so sorry!” he exclaimed, mortified.   

She shook back a mane of blonde hair, revealing porcelain skin and a glossy mouth parted in surprise. And cobalt eyes that twisted Brian’s stomach muscles into braided dough. He lost his breath. “Lindsay?” Her name catching in his throat, he stroked her cheek with the back of his free hand, holding her eyes in his for fear blinking would make her disappear. “My God, Lindsay.”  Their faces were so close together that the air her sharp breath took in had no doubt been in his lungs first. She gaped at him, as if she’d seen a ghost, as all color drained from her face. Heart beating out of his chest, Brian gulped back the shock and righted them both, taking her hand in the process. It felt soft and damp, like a morning rose. Or maybe that was his palm sweating.  After a shared moment of inertia, he asked, “Are you all right?” 

She gave him a slow, affirming nod. “Brian.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “What are you doing here?” She took her hand back and lifted her chin a notch.

His gaze seemed tethered to hers. “Putting out a fire.”    

Brows knotting, she narrowed her eyes. “A fire?”  

“Work.” Brian finally shook off the stupor.  “Long story.” 

A knowing smile curved her lips, but went no farther. “Oh.” 

He wondered if she meant to sound that disappointed. “I can’t believe you’re here. I was just thinking about you.”

That seemed to surprise, then please her. Her mouth opened, but before she could articulate the thought, a man wearing a puzzled expression and a concerned frown arrived. “Linds? You okay?”  

She swallowed the words, but her gaze remained fixed on his. “Yeah. I just lost my balance for a second.” She paused, then added, “Paul, this is Brian Rembrandt. Brian, Paul Webster.” 

Brian tore himself away from her and extended his hand perfunctorily. “Nice to meet you.” 

Lindsay’s companion met his firm handshake head-on. “Likewise.” 

 “Are you visiting your grandmother for the holiday weekend?” Brian returned to her, biting back the urge to break the arm now girdling Lindsay’s waist. 

Her face clouded and her eyes hinted of tears as she shook her head from side to side. “She passed away last year.”

Her irises were like bottomless pools, Brian reminded himself. And he suddenly found himself at risk of drowning. “I’m so sorry,” he told her from the heart. “I know how much she meant to you.” 

“She did indeed.” Her tone was wistful. “She was my only family.”

Silence hung over them for a few steady beats. Then her companion cleared his throat and broke it in an even voice. “Our food has probably arrived by now.  We should get back to our table.”

Lindsay’s gaze seemed to hold his a moment longer than she liked. Then she shifted her attention to her date and responded graciously, “Yes, of course. I never made it to the ladies room, though.” She excused herself and started up the stairs. 

Brian found himself reaching for her. “Lindsay.” 

She finished taking the step, then stopped. “It was nice to see you, Brian,” she tossed over her shoulder, swallowing hard. “Good luck with those fires.” 

Brian could do nothing but watch her walk away in stunned silence. Then his gaze drifted to Webster and a tacit message passed between them. With a superior smile and a chuckle in his eyes, the other man pivoted on his heel and retreated. 

“Mr. Rembrandt?” called a voice from below. “I can seat you now.”

 Brian turned his head and nodded to the woman not much older than his daughter. He made quick work of the remaining stairs and fell into step beside her.   

She showed him to a high-top table in the bar area.  “Just one for dinner, right?” she confirmed politely, removing the second table setting.

“Yeah,” Brian confirmed around a grunt. “Just one.” 

*****

“Where are they?” Lindsay scanned the beach.  Finally, she spotted them down by the shore.  The man pointed her out to the little boy, who began running toward her.“Mommy, Mommy!  We found sea glass!  Isn’t it cool?  Is it like the kind you used to find when you were little?” the towhead asked, wide-eyed with wonder. Nodding adoringly, Lindsay gave the crown of his wet head a tousle, then addressed his father. “Time for lunch.” He lifted the boy to his shoulders, then leaned down to kiss her…

Lindsay woke heaving shallow breaths. She sat up in bed with a shiver and rubbed away the goose bumps erupting on her arms.  The soft breeze raised the curtains, inviting the moonlight to streak the thick planks of her bedroom floor. She got up and closed the window before sitting on the window seat and gazing into the predawn darkness.  She hadn’t had a dream like that in ages. Seeing Brian must have triggered it. 

And that had been very real. 

She could still feel his hand on her cheek, she thought, raising hers to the same spot as the dream turned inward. And the rest of him looked as good as his hand had felt; the chiseled cheekbones and strong, square jawline on his perpetually suntanned face. She’d run her fingers through that ash blonde hair, slept against those broad shoulders and lost herself in those strong arms countless times.  He’d smelled morning fresh like he’d just showered and was dressed casually in khaki pants and a collared shirt.  He was here on business, he’d half-explained. She’d barely heard the words for the ringing in her ears and the thudding of her heart. And the hope that danced within her when he said he’d been thinking about her.

She’d been thinking about him too.  But that was nothing new; she’d thought about him every day over the last year. From the day she moved out of her apartment in San Francisco to the day she buried her grandmother. And, of course, yesterday when she’d found that yellowed, rectangular-shaped box in the attic. Now it was a new day, she thought, as the first bands of light fought the charcoal dim behind the mountains, and she was thinking of him still. 

But that would have to change. 

Soon she would be Mrs. Paul Webster, son of one of the most highly regarded oncologists on the West Coast. And his wife, philanthropist extraordinaire, credited for raising millions of dollars for the new pediatric cancer wing at Reno General Hospital. One that, coincidently, her architect son had designed. To whom Lindsay owed an apology. 

She’d foregone the ladies room for fresh air while, unbeknownst to her, Paul was instructing the kitchen to box their dinner. Once home, she barely picked at her food and after exaggerating an aching head, begged off the fireworks. After Paul left, she poured herself a healthy glass of wine, sat on the upstairs deck and had a good cry as the night sky exploded with color.  She’d considered calling Moira, but she would have insisted on driving up. She’d had a date last night, her first in months, and Lindsay had no intention of ruining it on the whim of a lovesick girlfriend.  

She let out an acquiescent sigh and ran an equally resigned hand through her hair. Must the Mountain Chickadee be so damned chipper at this hour?  From its incessant chirping you’d think it didn’t have a care in the world.  Envious, Lindsay grabbed her robe and went downstairs. Her bare feet cringed on the cold wood floor as she made her way to the kitchen. All was quiet on the lake. The fishermen weren’t out yet, the tourists were asleep and it was too early for the locals to go about the business of life. 

He’d been alone, she lightened, ladling a heaping scoop of grounds into the filter.  If he was seeing someone surely she would have accompanied him here on the holiday weekend, even on short notice. Not that it mattered, she reminded herself, extending her left arm and studying her hand, soon naked no longer. The solitaire had belonged to Paul’s grandmother and the smaller diamond her mother’s before her. He’d added to the original stones and reset the aggregate on a traditional gold band. Down on bended knee, Paul had been distracted by the ring slipping off, sparing him the astonishment that had no doubt flashed across her face, short-lived as it had been. Because the more she thought about it, the more sense it made. She loved Paul, after all.  They had all but grown up together, had the world in common, wanted the same things.  He would be a loving, faithful husband and a devoted father. The coffee maker beeped, ending her incongruous flight of fancy. Doctoring her coffee, she headed upstairs to start her day. She’d chosen the dream over the man. So she might as well start living it.


Chapter Two

The lake glistened like a sheet of sapphire glass reflecting the limpid sky, its silky waves swishing concertedly against the shore. The scent of suntan lotion and pine straw laced the breeze and Brian could taste summer in the air as he walked through the sand and crossed to the neighboring beach. 

 More gingerly than he liked, he self-admonished. 

 He’d relinquished his table for two and taken his dinner at the bar. Only he ate too little dinner and drank too much Scotch. Which was why his mouth felt stuffed full of cotton and his head pounded like a jackhammer.  

But that’s not why he’d rescheduled his flight.

He looked on as the reason he had crouched at the shore, as if searching for something in the fawn-colored sand. After a few moments of running her hands through it, she brushed them off and stood. Instantly the quicksilver of Brian’s heartbeat spread to his cock and ignited. He had feasted on those voluptuous breasts, slept wrapped around those dancers’ legs and unsparingly indulged himself in everything in between. And last night all he could think about was Paul Webster doing exactly the same thing. Which was why he was standing on the beach sweating his ass off instead of emptying his pockets in Security right now.  

He watched as Lindsay, oblivious to his lecherous contemplation, smoothed her hair and sat down. Sparing the phone on the chaise lounge a cursory glance, she tossed it into the mesh bag at her feet. She briefly considered the magazine that lay next to it before it saw the same fate. She reclined and within seconds her breathing leveled and her breasts began to move up and down steadily inside the clingy halter top. He wondered why she had done away with her sexy belly button ring.

Brian made his way to her. He stopped just short of her chair and shrouding her in his shadow, swallowed hard and found his voice. “Lindsay.” 

Her eyes flew open behind the Ray Bans she wore and her lips parted in silent surprise for a few blinks. Then, in a voice colored with awe, she sat up with matching consternation. “Brian.” 

Holding her eyes in his, Brian decided he didn’t care if she was alone or not. He was going to say his piece. “May I?” 

“Sure,” she stammered, gesturing to the foot of the chair and scooting up to the top. Cocking her head to the side, she took him in. “You remembered this is my beach.” 

He hated that she found that so shocking. “Yeah,” he told her. “I remembered.” He sat on the edge of the cushion, mindful to leave a buffer zone between them. She was looking at him expectantly, as if waiting for him to speak. So he did. “What happened to you last night?  You disappeared.” 

Again.

 “Yeah.” She sent a revelatory look out over the water. “I had to get out of there.”

Brian felt the knot in his stomach tighten. “I waited for you to come back.”      

Again.

Her gaze snapped back to him. “You did?” 

Apparently she found that as surprising as he had. “Yeah, I did.” 

She seemed to struggle to remain impervious, but a hint of satisfaction crept into her eyes. “Oh.”      

That relaxed him a little. “How have you been? Did you get through your thesis? Finish your MBA?”  

The twinkle immediately faded. “No, all of that got shelved when Gram got sick. Pancreatic cancer can be very aggressive. Then I had to settle her estate, get everything in order. I’m just now turning my attention back to school.”  

Brian fought the recurring urge to take her in his arms and hold her until the doleful look in her eyes went away. Instead he kept his feet planted firmly in the sand and the palms of his hands glued to his thighs. “I’m sorry you’ve been through such a hard time.  I’m even sorrier I couldn’t help you through it.” 

Deep emotion had settled in her eyes now. “Thanks. Moira was with me every step of the way.  And Pa—” She switched gears midway. “And the Brodys collectively were great.”

Brian’s blood was starting to boil and it had nothing to do with the heat of the day. He clenched his teeth. “Can we go somewhere to talk?” Or dinner later, he thought but didn’t dare ask. He didn’t want to hear she had plans with Webster. When she didn’t answer, he laid his hand on hers. “We could walk out on the pier and have a drink, watch the boats come in.” He nodded toward the hotel pier a few hundred yards away.  “I’m staying over there.” 

She considered first his face, then his hand resting on hers. “Let’s talk inside instead.” She swung her legs over the side of the chair and began gathering her things as if the matter had been settled. “It’s time I went in anyway.”

Brian nodded by way of reply and helped her up. As they fell into step together, trudging through the coarse sand, Lindsay shot him a oblique grin. “Wait until you see what I’ve done with the place. You won’t believe your eyes.”

    *****

“Would you like something to drink?  Beer, water, a soft drink? It’s a little early for wine, but I have that too,” Lindsay offered from her kitchen a few minutes later.

“I’m on the wagon today,” Brian told her. “I’ll take a water.”

She grabbed a bottle from the refrigerator as Brian took in the kitchen. “The place looks fantastic.  The frosted glass panels remind me of—” 

“The place we rented in Napa,” she finished for him incredulously, aware of the similarity for the first time.  It was a wonder either of them remembered any room other than the bedroom in that vineyard cottage. She fastened another button on her tunic and cleared her throat. “Thanks. I wanted to maintain the vernacular feel of the house, but modernize. So I went with browns and greens, like the siding and the roof. The floors are original; I had them sanded and stained. For a darker contrast against the walls.” She paused, watching Brian shift his steel blue eyes to the French doors leading out to the deck. A brilliant blue haze had settled over the basin, encompassing the lake and the mountains beyond. “But there’s no competing with Mother Nature.” His gaze cut back to hers and she saw the same uneasiness on his face that she felt in her stomach. “We decided to go with a peninsula instead of a table and chairs,” she continued, struggling to keep her voice level. “Knocking out that area doubled the size of the kitchen.”

“We?” Brian asked, shoving his hands into the pockets of his deeply creased shorts. His eyes rested on the red roses bursting from a vase on the granite island. 

“Jack Brody, Moira’s brother, and I. They did the remodel.” Brian nodded in recollection, and she saw relief flicker in his eyes. It resurrected the guilty hope from the night before and curved the horizontal line she had planted on her mouth into an unintended smile. 

They held each other impalpably for a few seconds until Brian, eyes reverting to the lake, observed, “The wind is picking up already. Tonight won’t be as calm as last night.” His regard returned to her and it reflected the double entendre of his words. 

“No, it won’t.” Her stomach bit as she went to the sink and nervously began washing dishes that were already clean. She cleared her throat and tried to make conversation. “So, did you get those fires put out?” 

“Temporarily.” Joining her, Brian grabbed a dish towel. “Remember All Tech Software?” 

“Of course. They were one of your biggest clients.”

“Sacramento has a problem with the emissions from their plant near Fresno. Fresno being the breadbasket of the world, the state is particular to environmental code compliance there. The state shut them down last week,” he elaborated. “We’ve worked out a thirty-day stay, but I’ll have my work cut out for me when I get home.” 

Lindsay sighed inwardly, rinsing a bowl for the third time. It should feel odd to be standing with him here at the kitchen sink, doing dishes and chatting about the latest crisis at work. But it didn’t. And that was a problem. She almost had to remind herself not to ask what sounded good to him for dinner or what their plans were for the weekend. Instead she changed the subject. “How’s Kelsey? She graduated this spring, right?  I wanted to send her something but thought it might be awkward.”  

“She’s great, starts at USC in the fall,” Brian answered with a proud smile. “And it wouldn’t have been awkward. She still asks about you.” He paused, then finished quietly, “She says I was a fool to let you go.” 

Lindsay’s hands froze under the water and her breath hitched, but she willed her eyes steady, trying to remain focused on the busywork.  Until Brian turned her by the shoulders and taking her face in his hands, proclaimed, “She’s right.” His gaze fell to her mouth and after a long, poignant beat, he brought his lips to a whisper away from hers and hovered. She found herself barely able to expel breath, let alone move. She could only close her eyes in anticipation as he grazed her lips with his. Finding no resistance, he curved a hand behind her neck and pulled her to him. He laid his lips on hers and began to move slowly over them. The familiar taste and texture of him felt like coming home after a long journey.  

His mouth was hot and hungry. Very, very hungry as if it hadn’t eaten in eons. And when her lips alone weren’t enough to satiate it, he parted them and placed his open mouth squarely on hers and plunged his tongue deep. He fed greedily, drawing all of her into his mouth and feasting little by little, bite by bite, until not a breath remained between them. Then with a spent sigh, he ran his tongue along her top teeth so sensually that she quivered with long forgotten dampness below. “Lindsay…” he mumbled her name as if he’d never said it before.

 “Brian…” she heaved in kind.

 “I miss you.” He let out a jagged breath. “I miss us.”

She let the joy of basking in Brian’s arms again run through her, warm her. Until she realized she was in Brian’s arms again. She sprang back, mortified by her visceral reaction, and braced herself against the bank of cabinets that lined the back wall of the kitchen. She had to put some space between them. “I can’t do this.”

 “I’m sorry.” Brian’s voice was thready. “I wasn’t trying to—”

“Don’t apologize,” she managed. She saw the lust brimming in his eyes now, but it was laced with something more. Something profound. She wondered if he was seeing the same in hers. Still, she shook her head. “You need to leave.”

“The hell I will. We need to talk this through.”

 She opened her mouth, closed it again and drew a stabilizing breath. “There’s nothing more to say. We had a wonderful year, but we want different things,” she told herself as much as him. 

 Anger flashed across his face and crept into his eyes, replacing the vulnerability she’d seen in them. “It was a helluva lot more than a wonderful year and you know it,” he countered, trudging a hand through his hair and starting to pace. “How could you just leave like that?” 

Lindsay had asked herself that a million times. And the answer was always the same. She trailed him inertly. “Because I had no other choice. I had to be honest with myself. We had to be honest with each other.” 

“Why did it have to be all or nothing?”

 “The longer it went on, the harder it would have been to let go.” 

 “That’s bullshit.”

 Completely unnerved now, she painted a stoic expression on her face and crossed the room. Standing her ground, she opened the door and repeated, “You need to go.” Her tone was a complete contrast to the tears burning in her throat.  “Please.”

 Brian sent her a resigned nod, then grunted in deference. “Fine. I’ll go, but it’s not over. Not by a long shot.” Tipping her chin, he brought her gaze to his. “Because I’m not going to be able to stay away from you this time.” He released her gently and walked out the door. 

 Shaking inside, she watched him cross the yard and take a few steps onto the sand. Then he stopped and faced her again. “Honesty, huh? I’ll give you honesty. The most honest year of my life was the one I spent with you.” He turned on his heel and walked down the beach in the direction of the hotel. Closing the door, she gave into her rubber-like knees and slid to the floor. She had, hundreds of times, told herself she’d done the right thing for her, for the both of them, in the long run. So why was she suddenly filled with such regret? 


Chapter Three

Brody and Sons Construction had relocated their office to downtown Reno a few years ago when the riverfront revitalization was in its infancy and the government incentives were too good to ignore. That worked just fine for Moira. She’d much rather be here among the boutiques and cafes than stuck in an industrial park on the outskirts of town. She did the books for the business and saw to the day-to-day running of things while her father and brothers were out in the field. 

It was exactly what she’d promised herself she would never do. 

She’d earned an accounting degree and wanted to be the CFO of something, anything, but Brody and Sons G.C. She wanted to live in San Francisco or L.A. or Chicago. But the housing boom had changed all of that. As had the economic downturn that followed. So she’d stayed. She’d modernized the office and computer systems, automated bill payment and increased efficiency while decreasing expenses. She’d hired and fired, wrangled with the county and even convinced her father to invest in going green.  And somewhere along the way, she actually started liking it. It was the first thing she’d ever done all by herself. Something no one had taught her; she’d figured it out. Something to call her own. 

Moira was alone in the office today; officially they were closed for the long holiday weekend.  But Jack needed quotes run and people expect to be paid, holiday or not. If she finished early enough, she might call Lindsay and invite herself up to the lake. “It’s hotter than hell down here,” she muttered out loud, reworking her hair into the claw clip at the back of her head.

She didn’t look up when the door chimes rang, assuming it was Jack or her dad. And they could wait until she hit send. She blew her side-swept bangs out of her eyes and turned around, momentarily unsettled by how pleasantly surprised she was to find neither one of them standing in front of her. 

“Hey.”

“Hey, yourself.”  Moira returned the greeting, pushing up from behind her desk. Paul was Moira’s definition of conventionally handsome. If it wasn’t his caramel-colored eyes and dark, wavy,  hair, it was his olive complexion and athletic build.  Was it her imagination or did he hug her longer than usual? Breaking apart, she cocked her head to the side and studied him. His face was as long as a summer day and his eyes as sullen as a scolded puppy.  Her smile plunged along with her stomach. “Did something bad happen?  Is Lindsay all right?”

“I don’t know,” Paul answered flippantly, shrugging his shoulders. “You two finish each other’s sentences. You tell me.” He perched himself on the edge of her desk, one denim-clad leg bent at the knee, and looked at her sharply.

Moira was a terrible liar, never one to think on her feet. She threw her glance around the office, searching for an answer.  And came up empty. “I don’t know what you mean.” She watched Paul cross the room and stare out the window at the waves of heat radiating off the pavement for a long moment.  He was probably the only man she knew who could wear a pink polo shirt without looking the least bit feminine. 

“Does Lindsay want to get married?” He started to say something else, but changed his mind and swallowed it. 

“She said yes, so I assume so,” Moira reasoned flatly, threading a pen through her fingers. 

He spun around to face her. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why is she marrying me?”

Moira returned to her desk and started shuffling papers needlessly. “I guess because she loves you and wants to spend the rest of her life with you, Paul. Isn’t that why people usually get married?” 

He met her snarky look head-on. “Usually. But there are a host of other reasons. Convenience, financial security, procreation, companionship.”

Moira watched the pain of these possibilities cross Paul’s face and settle in his eyes. “Yes, I suppose there are all those reasons. But Lindsay has plenty of money, thanks to her grandmother.  She’s too young to worry about her biological clock and let’s face it.” Moria laughed around the words. “She’s beautiful and doesn’t know it, making her no stranger to male companionship.”  He was standing right in front of her again and she could smell the anise in his cologne. It ignited every cell in her body and forced her to concentrate on drawing breaths.  She started to reach out to him, but thought better of it and slapped her hands against her thighs instead, asking, “Where is all this coming from?” 

“Oh, I don’t know,” Paul began sarcastically. “Lindsay seems to have an excuse for everything lately, especially when it comes to the wedding. She’s always gardening or busy or something.” Waving his hand in the air dramatically, he finished in a low growl, “And you no doubt heard who we ran into last night.” 

She gave him an affirming nod. There was no use in pretending otherwise.  

“Part of the reason she and Rembrandt.” He spit the name out like a bitter pill. “Parted ways was because he didn’t want to settle down, commit. So she is worried about her clock.”  

Moira wished she were anywhere else. She had Paul’s undivided attention and had not a stitch of makeup on and had thrown her hair up right out of the shower. She scolded herself for self-indulging and conjured up a compassionate smile. “I think you’re being paranoid, but to set your mind at ease, just ask Lindsay.” As the words slid off her lips, she knew they would never come to fruition. Paul was too afraid of the answer to pose the question. He’d live with a shadow of doubt rather than risk an inconvenient truth. “She probably just needs some space. Everything is happening so fast.” 

Gaze lingering on hers, Paul shook his head up and down contemplatively. Then he waved off whatever he was thinking and flashed her that killer smile. “I know, I know. You’re right. What would I do without you, Moirs?”  

The irony of the guileless statement not lost on her, Moira smiled in spite of herself.  “Live a perfectly normal life.”

He chuckled uneasily, as if the thought returned and startled him. Then his eyes swept the office, seeming to notice they were alone for the first time. He took a step back and cleared his throat. “Want to grab some lunch?  My treat.”

They’d had countless meals together over the years of course, but that was before. Before the slow, unbidden epiphany. A realization Moira had shared with no one. Whenever she let it enter her mind, dread curled up inside her. Like it was right now. She justified her silence with guilt and reason. No one deserved a guy like Paul more than Lindsay. Paul would never feel that way about her anyway. She was his best friend’s sister. She would put her feelings aside and get over it. “How about a rain check? I’ve got a lot to do here.” 

“Sure.” Silence hung over them for an interminable moment until a series of soft beeps filled the room. Paul shifted his gaze to the phone on Moira’s desk. “Well, I’d better let you get back to it.”

“Yeah,” Moira agreed more hurriedly than she liked. “Duty calls.”

He wagged a playful finger in the air. “I’m gonna hold you to that rain check.”

 “Deal.”

“See ya, Moirs.” 

“Bye,” she said and watched him walk out to the parking lot under the cloudless desert sky.

*****

 “Damn it!” Lindsay said to no one and blew the errant strands of hair out of her face. Determined to put her nervous energy to good use, she’d picked up some stacking stones at the nursery. Knees bent and back twisting, she was unloading them from the back of her SUV. 

“They deliver this stuff, you know. They even have people who will lay it for you.”

“Now you tell me,” Lindsay replied curtly over her shoulder.

“Where do you want them?” Moira availed herself, grabbing a few bricks.

Nodding toward the white fir in the middle of the yard, Lindsay directed, “Over there. I’m starting with the big one.”

Moira obliged and went back for another load. “You went with Montana flagstone, huh?”

“According to your brother, it’s natural, durable and is readily available in my color scheme,” Lindsay informed her, setting down her third pile. “Do you want gloves?”

“No, I’m fine.”

The two women worked in companionable silence for over an hour, unloading the pavers and stacking them around the trees and flower beds in the front and side yards. Then Lindsay clapped the gray powder off her gloved hands saying, “That’s good. I want the border to look random, not manicured.”

“Thank God! My back is killing me.”

“Consider yourself lucky. My next project is stepping stones down to the water.”

 “You’re on your own there.”

They were sitting down in the shade drinking from water bottles when Lindsay noticed the bathing suit ties around Moira’s neck. “Oh no! Did we have plans to go to the beach today?”

“No,” Moira answered, shaking her head of raven curls. “I just decided to come up. To make sure you were okay.”

“I’m fine,” Lindsay told her. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you ran into Brian last night. Or because you sounded like you were bouncing off the walls on the phone earlier.” She shifted her emerald eyes to the lake, choppy in the late afternoon wind. “Then there was Paul stopping by the office this morning.” 

“Oh, is he working with you guys again?” 

“No. Not yet, anyway,” Moira qualified, then shared Lindsay’s gaze again. “He’s worried about you, about the two of you. He asked me if you really loved him, were marrying him for the right reasons.”

Lindsay had to will her voice to sound natural. “And what did you say?”

“I told him to ask you.” 

Lindsay busied herself with brushing imaginary dust off her jeans as her lifelong friend read her mind. 

“Don’t worry. He won’t.” 

She returned the presumptive stare. “Why would I worry?”

“Because you’re talking yourself into this marriage. I know you and Paul have a history. And that he’s madly in love with you, of course. But being in love with someone is different than loving them for a lifetime.” 

Later it would make sense that guilt registered on Moira’s fair face and her eyes grappled with some dilemma, but for now Lindsay’s subconscious discounted all of that. “I know. I do love Paul that way.”

“If you say so.” 

Defensive now, Lindsay scooted back a little. “Aren’t you the one who told me to stop second-guessing myself and move on?” she contended. “What’s done is done and all that.”

“I meant about Grace, about coming home to take care of her. That was before Paul proposed. And Brian reappeared.”

Lindsay waved the logic away. “It’s all the same.”

Moira shook her head from side to side. “Your grandmother wasn’t the real reason you left San Francisco.” She hesitated, then sniffing the air, decided to go on, “And what are the chances of you and Brian being at Hues of Blue at the same time?”

“Coincidence.”

“Or fate.”

“Fate has not been very kind to me so far. I don’t put much stock in it.”

“No, I guess you wouldn’t,” Moira allowed. “Fate can be cruel, has been to you.  But like you, it usually has a plan.”

Lindsay was utterly confused. “A plan?” 

“Whether you knew it or not, you thought Brian would come for you. You thought if you pushed hard enough he’d miss you, give up, give in.”

Had she? Lindsay put on her best poker face and refuted briskly, “I didn’t have a plan. But either way, he didn’t, did he?” 

“He didn’t ride up on a white horse dressed in shining armor, if that’s what you mean.” Moira threw a frustrated hand up in the air. “But he did use every portal known to man to try to contact you, including myself. And practically bought out the flower shop in his building.”

Lindsay huffed out a dismissive breath as Moira kept going. 

“So to justify your behavior, you convinced yourself that he didn’t really love you.  When you were the one who qualified your feelings, attached the strings, not him.” 

“We were at a crossroads. I left him a note,” Lindsay disputed weakly.

“Yeah, that must have been a great way to top off a long day at the office,” Moira fired back. “It was for the best, I suppose. I mean, if you really loved him as much as you’d claimed to, nothing else would have mattered. You wouldn’t have felt like you were giving up what you thought your life would be for him.” 

Lindsay swallowed hard and narrowed her eyes at Moira and her attempt to play the devil’s advocate. “And if he really loved me, he would have found me, compromised.”

“Compromise is a two-way street. Who’s doing the compromising now?” Moira’s tone was increasingly cryptic.

Lindsay went with her gut and met it.  “Moira, do you have something to say?”

She considered a moment, then answered quietly, “I love you, Linds. I want you to be happy. But I think you need to ask yourself why you ran away from Brian and why you’re marrying Paul. I bet the answer is the same. And it speaks to something greater.” 

Losing herself in the lake for a few silent beats, Lindsay outwardly ignored the question, but banked it.  Instead she informed Moira, “Brian was here this morning. On the beach.”

Moira fought a smile, but her dimples betrayed her. “Really?”

Lindsay met her satisfied expression directly. “He didn’t come for me. He was here on business.”

“Tahoe, yes. The beach, no,” she said, closing the small space between them. “No wonder you’re stacking stones.”

“Yeah,” Lindsay told her, lightly tapping Moira’s shoulder with hers. “When you didn’t pick up I had to do something.”

“Sorry. You wanna tell me about it?”

“I’ll have to give you the condensed version.” Lindsay gauged the sun’s position in the sky. “I have to go in and get ready soon. Paul and I have a wedding.”


Chapter Four

“Mr. Rembrandt,” the bartender with the ruddy face and smiling eyes greeted. “Nice to see you again.” 

 “Hello.“ Brian hesitated, then went for it. “Mac.”  

Nodding as if impressed by the the recall, Mac set a cocktail napkin down on the marble-topped bar. “Manhattan again tonight?”

“I think I’ll play it safe with a Stella.” Brian answered, ranging a leg over the bar stool across from him. “Do I have you to thank for waking up in my room this morning and not on the floor of the casino?” Brian asked Mac’s back. 

“I don’t think you would have made it to the casino. That’s across the street.” Mac corrected, serving the beer. “The staircase over there.”  He pointed over Brian’s shoulder. “Is about as far as you would have gotten.” 

“My deepest gratitude,” he said. “I haven’t done that to myself in a very long time.”

“And it shows. Did it work?”

Brian inclined his head and wrinkled his forehead. 

“Getting drunk,” Mac clarified. “Did it make everything better?”

“No,” Brian admitted, playing with the label on the green bottle. “And I felt like shit when I woke up this morning. But you already knew that.”

“Indeed I do. I’m an alcoholic.”

Surprise rolled through Brian. “An alcoholic who tends bar?”

“When temptation is all around you, it doesn’t seem so tempting anymore. I’ve been sober since ’88; still go to AA meetings every once in a while.  I’ve even recruited a few regulars in here.” Throwing a surreptitious glance around the bar, he leaned forward and spoke in a conspiratorial tone. “Don’t tell my boss. It’s bad for business.” 

“I’ll put it in the vault,” Brian assured him with a chuckle. Then, taking a pull of the import, went on, “Sober for three decades. Impressive. How’d you do it?” 

“I was forty, divorced, unemployed and broke. I called my brother in Sacramento for money. Instead he took me to an AA meeting. Takes one to know one, I guess. In retrospect, my call for money was really a call for help. I wanted to stop, but didn’t know how. That’s how I got to Tahoe,” Mac went on. “I wandered up here that first sober summer and never went back.  My management experience in corporate America started coming back to me once my head cleared. I’ve been running the bar here ever since.”

Brian chewed on that a minute. “You never wanted to get back out there?”  

“I thought about it, but my journey to sobriety taught me I drank to escape. Stress from work, marriage, finances. I didn’t want to get into that vicious cycle again. After a while I got used to the Tahoe lifestyle,” Mac finished with a shrug. 

“No regrets?” 

“Not really. My brother is gone and his kids are scattered around, living their own lives. I guess my only regret is not having a family. When I’m gone, it will be like I was never here. No legacy.”

Nodding, Brain took another swig.

“How about you?” Mac asked. “What’s your story?”

 “I grew up in Orange County, the only child of a busy, widowed doctor,” Brian started with a tired breath. “I went to Stanford and met my ex-wife. We got married too young and ended up having nothing but our daughter and our alma mater in common. She and Kelsey moved to her native San Diego when we divorced. I’ve been going back and forth between there and San Francisco for nearly fifteen years now.” He paused, then beaming, finished, “Kelsey is my legacy; the greatest part of my life.” 

“I can see that.  But none of that brought you in here last night.”

“No,” Brian acquiesced, looking down at the now half-empty bottle. “I ran into an old…friend unexpectedly. I wasn’t prepared.”

“An old friend or an old flame?” Mac asked knowingly.

Brian shot him an impish look. “Not much gets by you.”

“I knew the Weatheralls, Grace especially, for years. I was sorry to see her go and so fast. Talk about the greatest part of your life.” His thin mouth became a wide grin. “Lindsay is her grandmother’s legacy whether she wants to be or not.” Connecting the dots, he asked, “So, are you the guy from San Francisco who broke her heart?”

Brian took an astonished sip and murmured, “We broke each other’s hearts.” 

Mac gave him a rule-breaker’s grin. “Broken hearts can be mended. Even broken souls. I’m living proof.”

“There’s more to it than that. We wanted different things. Plus I’ve got more than a decade on her. I couldn’t see myself starting over at forty.”

Mac grunted that away. “I did. And I’ll tell you one thing, this side of forty has been much better so far.”

Sounds of entry ended the conversation. Mac excused himself to greet a couple who’d just arrived.  Brian nursed the rest of his beer along with an ineffable trepidation that he just couldn’t shake. Then he threw a few bills on bar, tipped his head at Mac in silent salute and decided to do something about it.

*****

It had been eight hours since Brian walked out the door and no matter how hard she tried, Lindsay couldn’t push him out of her mind. She’d felt wonderfully helpless in his arms, drowning in his familiar scent, his intoxicating taste, his provocative touch. Even as her head lay against Paul’s shoulder, she could taste each layer of Brian’s stolen kiss. The sweet tentativeness at the beginning, then the propulsive hunger and the tender longing just before he pulled away.  But that guilty pleasure wouldn’t happen again. She loved Paul, she reminded herself as they left the dance floor. She could never hurt him that way. Marriage and motherhood would fill the void left in her heart. And guarantee she would never be alone again.

“Lindsay, you look positively stunning,” Theresa Webster gushed. “I simply adore the shimmering white of the gown against your sun-kissed skin.” 

“Thank you, Mrs. Webster,” Lindsay returned, embracing the petite woman.  Paul had gotten all his features but his height from his mother.  Tonight she wore a black sequin-covered dress that flattered her mature figure. “Likewise.”

 “You’ve got to start calling me Theresa.  We’re as good as family. I’m sorry this is the first opportunity I’ve had to say hello,” she went on. “My sister is an absolute wreck.  I should have insisted on planning the wedding from the beginning.  Organization is not one of her strengths.” She beamed at her son, then addressed Lindsay again, “Speaking of weddings, is there anything I can do to help? I know you want a small, quiet affair,” she acknowledged a bit reluctantly. “But maybe I could arrange the caterer?  I have so many contacts through my charity work.”

Lindsay sensed the innuendo in the other woman’s voice and responded accordingly. “That would be wonderful. I’m a bit overwhelmed, with everything happening so fast.” 

“Great. I’ll be on the phone first thing Monday morning.” Her gaze wavered again, then rested on the couple’s joined hands.  Her smile began to fade, but she caught it just in time. “Now, I’ve got to rescue whomever’s ear your father has,” she told Paul. “He can’t stop talking about the survival rate of this new drug protocol. And that does not good dinner conversation make.”

“We’ll walk that way with you, Mom,” Paul offered, stepping off to follow her with Lindsay in tow. “We need drinks anyway.”

“You go ahead,” Lindsay countered, pulling him back and planting a hard, fast kiss on the center of his mouth. “It’s such a lovely night. I’ll meet you on the beach.”

*****

Lindsay slipped off her heels and sunk her toes into the sand. The wind had picked up, blowing her hair in hard streaks across her face and neck and spitting surf on her ankles. Shimmying the cocktail-length dress just above her knees, she sat in the cool strand and gazed at the silhouette of the Sierras in the distance. The mountains guarded the lake, the lake became one with the shore and the sky held them all in the palm of its hand. Why couldn’t life be as beautifully simple as that? 

But it wasn’t, it never had been for her. Her parents’ accident on that icy mountain road a quarter-century ago had seen to that. And now Brian’s reappearance in her life had shaken her to the very core again.  Not to mention that Moira was being less than forthcoming about what was really bothering her. There was clearly more on her mind than Paul and Lindsay’s impending marriage. She knew Moira’s date on the Fourth of July had been predictably inconsequential. She was particular when it came to men, seeing someone a few times and then breaking it off.  Lindsay made a mental note to revisit the matter with her friend and moved on to Paul’s mother. What revelation had come over her so suddenly and why had she so deliberately tried to hide it?

Looking out over the water at the twinkling lights of Incline Village, her thoughts returned to Brian. She should have told him she was engaged straightaway. Especially when he said he wasn’t going to be able to stay away from her. This time, as if he’d forced himself to before. Apprehension and excitement wrangled in the pit of her stomach, tinged with guilty hope. She hated herself for not wanting him to, she fretted as her hand met an unexpected obstacle in the granular rough.  She dug a bit, drew it out. Sea glass, she thought, inwardly nostalgic.  The piece was incredibly flawless, as if created by man and machine instead of sea and sand. No sharp edges or cracks, oddly proportionate. A rare, perfect find—

“I guess the Santa Anas have blown north,” Paul announced from behind, interrupting her musing.  He handed her one of the two wine glasses he carried and sat down next to her. “Beach combing again?”

  “What?” she answered, realizing she’d been fondling the whiskey-colored wedge in her palm. “Oh, no. It’s sea glass. Moira and I used to spend hours searching the shore for chips like this,” she explained, displaying the shard with a sudden shiver. “It’s unusual to find such a perfectly shaped piece.”

 “Are you cold? Here.” Jumping back up, he removed his suit coat and draped it over her shoulders. “Better?”  

“Much,” she told him as he returned to her. He was so genuine, so dear, looking at her with eyes full of love and trust. Trust that she didn’t deserve. But she would earn it back, if only for herself. “Thanks.”

 “What did you do with the pieces you found?”  

 “We’d make wishes on them, then wire them together and make makeshift bracelets.” Squeezing her hand shut, she looked out over the water again.

Silence fell over them for a long moment and then Paul asked, “What did you wish for?”

She tilted her face toward his and looked into his eyes, searching for the soulful reflection of her own. “You,” she heard herself whisper. “I wished for you.”

His eyes narrowed and began to dance as his mouth curved into a grin. He tucked her into the nook of his shoulder. “Then I guess we both got our wish.” Brushing her lips with his, he held his glass out in the air in front of them. “To us.”

“To us,” she toasted, clinking her glass against his. The wine slid down her throat, warming her insides as her dreams held her close. She felt his heart flutter against her chest, searching for an echo.

“I love you, Lindsay.”

“I love you, too.”  I know I do.

     *****

Tar-like darkness swaddled the basin but for a handful of stars peppering the sky. Lindsay leaned against Webster, sexy as hell in a dress that hugged every one of her curves just right. He was wearing a suit, so they must have gone somewhere other than dinner and a movie. 

From his vantage point under the cluster of prickly Ponderosa pines, Brian watched Lindsay rummage through her purse with the mindfulness of a toddler on Christmas morning. Thoroughly exasperated, she handed the clutch to her companion, who immediately located what Brian assumed was her keys and unlocked the door. Within seconds, a light blazed in the living room, augmenting the faint amber glow Brian had been contemplating for the better part of an hour.  He gave silent thanks she was home for the night as the icy ball in his stomach began to thaw. Brian’s first inclination had been to confront them in the driveway, but common sense prevailed and he thought better of it. What would he do then? Get into it with Webster? Confess he’d been waiting for Lindsay like a stalker?  He’d seen no evidence of a man staying in the house, so he decided to wait for Webster to leave. If he left.

When the door opened an interminable fifteen minutes later, Brian was still on his feet, pacing in the tiny clearing. He clenched his fists and ground his teeth as Webster and Lindsay exchanged a few words, then embraced. And when Webster’s mouth came down on hers, Brian felt like someone had cut him open and eviscerated him. Brian looked on as Webster scanned the night curiously, clapping his hands in a semicircle. Then he glanced back at Lindsay and shrugged his shoulders as if to dismiss a theory. Nodding in acknowledgement, she waited until his car was out of sight, then shut the door. Brian heard the locks catch, but the lights continued to burn. 

In subliminal invitation, he convinced himself.  

He forced his frenetic breathing to level as his hand tapped on the knotty pine door, but his heart still pounded like a wayward gong. The clicking of heels on the other side had it leaping out of his chest. 

“Was there a bear after—” Lindsay stopped short and drew in a sharp breath. “Brian.” 

The dress allowed her breasts to peek out just enough for Brian to taste them with his eyes. Her hair spilled to her shoulders in sexy, sun-streaked waves.  Her lips held the remnants of shimmer and he sneered inside, knowing where the rest of the gloss had gone. Her redolent perfume filled his senses in their proximity, intoxicating him with her scent. The same way his apartment used to smell after she’d stayed there. And his bed used to smell after she’d slept there. The way he used to smell after he’d held her. The way he wanted to smell tonight.  So he didn’t wait for her to ask him in.

*****

Brian measured her for a few blinks before bursting in with the force of a runaway train. But Lindsay was too lost in the way he was kissing her for that to register in her mind. All she knew was when he pushed her against the wall, took her face in his hands and usurped her mouth, she had never felt so needed. Not wanted or loved,  just needed. Desperately.  

He released her lips and keeping her jowls in his hands, kicked the door shut behind him.  His fiery eyes locked on hers again and Lindsay wasn’t sure if he was seeking consent or issuing warning. She yielded to both by wrapping her arms around his middle and bringing him to her. Brushing back the wisps of hair that surrounded her face, he muttered something unintelligible before capturing her mouth again. Her hands traveled up his back and into his hair as his demanding tongue sought hers. She returned the greed and hunger, but somehow checked the need.    

She loved having his eager hands on her, relished in feeling him virile against her as he nuzzled her throat, cupped her breasts. They moved predatorily over her back now, sowing impoverished seeds of want from the round of her shoulders to the tips of her toes. Insides ablaze and restraint nonexistent, her unspoken plea was for him to unbind the tie that bound the dress to her and take her hard and fast right there on the living room floor.

Instead he tore his mouth away and buried his face in her hair. “I saw Webster kiss you just now.”  His voice was strangulated, his breathing craggily.  “I wanted you to remember how it feels to kiss me before you went to bed.” 

“I never forgot how it feels to kiss you.” The admission all but died on her lips. She was pressed tight against him, molded to his body like a beloved pair of jeans. She felt his sawed-off breaths level and become regular, eventually taking hers with them.  Her stomach churned, then plummeted, but this time she didn’t push away. Some invisible force kept her there, wrapped in his arms, heart fluttering and head spinning from the rush of it all. 

“You can’t tell me it’s like that.” His fingers wound through her hair, as his heartbeat ran neck and neck with hers. He held her there for a few moments more, then eased back. “Look me in the eye and tell me I’m wrong.” 

Lindsay tried to part her lips in protest, but couldn’t. She couldn’t look into his imploring eyes and tell him every cell in her body wasn’t electrified, filling every part of her with the memory of his touch. That feeling him throbbing and hard against her made that longing settle in the triangle between her legs.  She simply couldn’t look at him and lie. So she didn’t.

“That’s what I thought.”  He released her and started to pace around the living room, raking his fingers through his disheveled hair. 

Closing her eyes, she lowered her head and massaged her temples with unsteady fingertips. Sobriety was sneaking up on her, bringing with it a blinding headache. She felt his burning stare for a few more clicks before he answered her silent prayer and changed the subject.   

“Where were you tonight?” 

“A wedding.” She lightened a little, lifting her head to meet his gaze. “Paul’s cousin.” 

Nodding in understanding, he closed the small space between them. “No wonder you’re tipsy.” He brushed the back of his hand gently across her cheek. “You love weddings.” 

“I love weddings with you,” she let herself remember out loud.

Their eyes held for a poignant moment until Brian said, “All right, then. Up to bed with you.” 

Lindsay felt her jaw drop. “Bed?” 

“We’ll continue this discussion tomorrow, when you are of sound mind.” He led her up the staircase and down the moonbeam-lit hallway to the bedroom. “C’mon,” he drawled, retracting one side of the comforter and discarding the mountain of decorative pillows. “I’ll tuck you in.” 


Chapter Five

Lindsay rolled onto her back and opened one eye and then very cautiously, the other. Her head, the apparent bounty in a volleyball tournament, was surely splitting in two. She sat up slowly, promising herself she would never, ever drink again and cursed the bright summer sun. Surveying the room, she noticed a blanket and pillow strewn upon the couch in the corner.  She sprung up, hand to heart, and realized she was still in her dress. And that Brian had stayed with her. The mortification rising inside her would have been enough to keep her cowering in bed, but for the rich, earthy aroma floating through the crisp morning air.  She rose gingerly, stomach pulling in apprehension and appreciation and headed downstairs.

“You really need to do something about those creaky floors.” Brian was standing on the bottom landing in yesterday’s clothes, legs crossed at the ankles, with a wide grin on his face. It accentuated the crow’s feet that framed his eyes and reminded Lindsay of wondering what color eyes a baby of theirs would have. The most perfect shade of blue, no doubt. He handed her the steaming mug in his right hand. “Good morning.”  

“Good morning.” Lindsay imbibed the coffee, sighing dreamily as it slid down her throat. “Thanks.”  

“I sweetened it with honey. Does wonders for a hangover.”

“I’ll take the hive, then” 

“You still look great if that’s any consolation.  Love the pjs.” 

Lindsay ignored his attempt at humor. “You stayed here, didn’t you?”   

His expression instantly collapsed. “Of course I did. I couldn’t leave you alone like that. Plus,” he hesitated, then finished quietly, “I’m still waiting for an answer.”

“An answer?” she stalled, averting her eyes to the open deck door.  A jet ski roared by, leaving a zigzag of foamy footprints in its wake. 

“Yeah.”  He was so close to her now she could smell the morning on him. “Why did you run away?”      

The pull in her stomach turned to angst. “I didn’t run away,” she countered briskly. “My grandmother needed me.”

Brian tipped her face to his. “I needed you.”   

Her heart soared in her chest, but she bridled it. Not enough, she reminded herself.  “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have ended things that way. I know that now.”   

“You can’t end what’s not over. And it’s not over between us.” Linking his arms around her waist, he brought her to him. 

“It has to be,” she managed, swallowing hard.

“It’s not,” he muttered, relieving her of her coffee and kissing her under the earlobe. The spot he knew sent a quiver coursing through her body that wicked between her legs, like it was right now.  

But it would be the last time. The last time her head would slant, allowing his lips to devour her throat en route to her mouth.  The last time their tongues would meet and part cohesively. The last time his hands would scoop her up at the buttocks and she would instinctively coil her legs to circle his hips and her arms to wreathe his neck. The last time her pelvis would press against his urgency. Because somehow she would learn to live without his scent, his touch, his weight on her.  Again.

Insides blazing, she went boneless as he carried her to the couch. His hands crept up her back, fumbling with the knot at her neck. She felt the ties of the halter fall into the valley between her breasts. Pangs of molten desire flooded her stomach as Brian suckled one breast, then the other. Straddled between his legs, she arched beneath him on the cool leather, scraping her nails up and down his back. She could feel his erection growing through the denim he wore. Sighing affirmations, his mouth left her breasts and his tongue meandered up her throat while his hands went to her hips, inching the dress down. Then the most primal of sensations began to quicken in the very essence of her. 

 “I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anything more than I want to make love to you right now,” Brian heaved. 

 “I don’t think I have either.” She shook her head from side to side, trying to clear her mind despite the heat steaming between their bodies. “But we can’t. Because I’m getting married.”

        *****

“Married?”  Brian was still on top of her, rising and falling with her shallow breaths. And hard as a rock. He had never been so aroused without making love before. “To Webster?” The words burned his tongue and he jolted back, blindsided. 

Lindsay’s nod was swift and, he told himself, the least bit reluctant. As if suddenly modest, she began pulling up her dress, struggling to tie it at the nape of her neck. “I should have told you before.”

Brian sat on the edge of the couch and ran a dumbfounded hand through his hair “Yeah,” he huffed out, “that would have been nice.” He was thoroughly spent, all the life suddenly drained out of him. And his erection. “Why didn’t you?”

“I don’t know.” She finished tying and stood, shaking the dress into place.  “I guess.” Her eyes went hollow. “I was afraid.” 

“Of me?”

She searched the air for the words. “No, of it. Once I tell you it’s real. No going back.”

It was frighteningly real to him already.  Swearing under his breath, he stood and took her hands, grazing her fingers with his thumbs. 

“It needs to be sized,” she ground out with a gulp, reading his mind. 

“When?”

“The setting has to be rebuilt so—”

 “No. When?”

Her eyes softened with understanding. “We haven’t set a date. Before the end of the year.”  She withdrew her hands and started to walk away. 

Brian grabbed her arm. “Why?”  

“Why?” Her expression was strained, puzzled. 

“Why are you getting married?” 

She took a deep breath, held it for a moment, then replied, “Paul and I have known each other forever.  We want the same things. We are...familiar.” 

“That’s qualified.  Why?”

She had to think about that, which pleased Brian. “Because he asked me and there’s no reason not to.” She tried to shake him off, but he tightened his grip. 

“I can give you a reason.” 

Her mouth parted slightly, allowing a short gasp of air to escape. “You can?” 

He whirled her around and bringing their mouths within inches of each other said, “Yeah, I can.” He could see the struggle in her eyes now but it was laced with hope, so he continued. “But first things first.  Do you love him?”

“Yes.” 

That stung, especially since she didn’t hesitate. “Did you run away because of him?”

She deadpanned him. “What?”

Narrowing his eyes, he clarified, “Did you leave me for him?”

She shook her head incredulously, as if those were the most far-fetched words ever been spoken. “No! Of course not. How could you think such a thing?” 

“Why, then?”

“Brian, I didn’t leave you. I left San Francisco,” she explained, a preponderance of weariness coloring her voice. “We were unraveling. You didn’t want to make a commitment; I couldn’t go on without one. Gram’s illness precipitated the inevitable.”

“I was committed to you.  There was no one else. I—”

“I know that,” she broke in, as though needing him to know. “I mean marriage, a family.  You’d already done that.” Her shoulders stiffened as if to summon courage before she looked him straight in the eye. “It hurt too much to keep pretending.”

“Were you pretending when we made love the night before you left? Or had you been pretending all along?” His attempts to stay hinged were proving increasingly ineffective.

Teardrops were gliding down her cheeks now, leaving behind threadlike, sooty tracks in their wake. “I couldn’t have pretended that.” She shook her head definitively. “Any of that. I mean pretending that we had a future.”

“So you left, cut me out of your life and found someone to give you that future,” Brian shot back, giving into his own anger. 

“It wasn’t like that. It just...” She settled on the word. “Happened. Paul was very supportive when Gram died.” The pain was firmly etched in her eyes now, tearing at Brian’s heartstrings.

“And I wouldn’t have been?”  

She dropped her broken gaze. “I wanted to call you a hundred times. But it wouldn’t have changed anything. Other than both of us ending up even more hurt.”

“It would have changed everything,” he surprised himself by saying and tilted her chin to meet his eyes again. “The end of the year, huh?  Looks like I got here just in time.”

*****

“You want me to come to San Francisco next weekend?” Lindsay couldn’t believe the very words she spoke.  

“I’ll send you a ticket,” Brian offered
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