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THE BIRD FLIES

ABOVE THE TREES

AND I ENVY HIS VIEW

FOR I, TOO

WISH TO SEE

WHAT THE BIRD DOES SEE.

FOR THE BIRD SEES

EVERYTHING,

EVERYTHING

IT NEEDS TO SEE,

AND FROM ALL THAT IT SEES

IT LEARNS EVERYTHING

IT NEEDS TO KNOW.

THE BIRD KNOWS

EVERYTHING

IT NEEDS TO KNOW.

AND THAT IS WHY

I ENVY THE BIRD,

AND I WISH TO FLY

ABOVE THE TREES.

~~ G ~~
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IT STARTED AS A CRISP morning. Spring finally had arrived. Brilliant green leaves began sprouting from the trees, lilacs were bursting open, exuding their fragrance, and the spring flowers erupted from the ground.

Cassie hadn’t taken many pictures in the last few months. Winter wasn’t her thing. She appreciated the beauty of the season and took some interesting pictures. She just hated the cold.

An early start was what Cassie needed today. The best pictures came when the flowers opened themselves up to the rising sun. Her bag usually packed with two cameras, a myriad of lenses, and a tripod. A quick trip to buy a breakfast sandwich and coffee, and Cassie was ready to begin her day.

The sun would be warm by mid-day. Thank god, Cassie thought. She dressed in layers, trying to have her arms unencumbered by a heavy jacket. She wanted to be able to move freely, snapping pictures whenever the mood struck her. Some pictures she posed. Others were unstructured. Her eyes and unconscious mind would frame some uneventful scene. She’d only see the value of the picture after she had a chance to view the shot with an objective eye.

Her town never boasted more than thirty-two thousand people. It was important to all the town leaders, to keep large town park available for its people to use and to keep it neat, clean, and beautiful.

The park abutted the cemetery with headstones dating back to the 1730s. The stone wall separating the park from the cemetery stayed close to original with minor upgrades. No one made stone walls like they did almost three hundred years ago. A true testament to the work ethic and construction detail created in that time. 

The park still had trees, both old and new. Nature could be a bitch in winter and even the heartiest of trees would fall under the weight of a heavy, wet snow. Trees were replanted, the grass mowed as necessary, and the flowers, long ago planted bloomed in spring.

Cassie loved her digital camera. She could take as many pictures as she wanted and discard those she didn’t like. Old time photographers found this lazy photography. So be it. Technology at its best. At the end of the day, you still needed to have a good picture to show.

She travelled enough to have photographed lots of people, places, and things. Yet every spring she came to her town’s park to take pictures of the lilacs, tulips, crocuses, and one tree.

It was an old, majestic oak. Cassie took pictures of it every season for the last ten years. The tree stood almost by itself as other trees had already fallen around it. The newer trees would never make the height. She took a picture of it, just as the leaves came out. In the fall, Cassie would be dazzled by its color.

Fall in New England was her absolute favorite season and place. That Cassie lived here in New England made it easy. She tried living in other places, but nowhere else could be home. Nothing could replace the colors, smells, and crispness of a New England fall.

At the end of September, the trees leaves usually tuned red first. Then came the various oranges and rusts, followed by the yellows and browns. In the early morning light, before the sun had a chance to change from bright orange to pale yellow, the old oak would glow with color. The sun lit the orange leaves and from far enough away, Cassie swore the tree looked like it was on fire. The oak called to her like the burning bush called to Moses in the desert. Not especially religious or spiritual - but the tree, in the fall, surrounded by the early morning light, made Cassie believe in a power larger than herself.

Cassie looked over a row of flowers. She liked taking different angles. Close, far, in between, from the ground, and from above. A bird’s eye view would be interesting.

She looked around and found a tree nearby. There might be a low enough branch she could climb to. Why didn’t she pack a small step ladder? She’d buy one later. Her camera with a long lens would probably get her what she wanted. No harm in trying.

Sitting in the tree gave her an interesting perspective. Cassie hadn’t climbed one since she’d been a kid. She took some great pictures from her perch, and almost fell from it when she heard his voice.

“You need to come down, ma’am.” The deep voice sounded terse.

The voice definitely male. Cassie looked down to see the police officer holding up his hand to help her down.

“What? Oh, I’m okay,” she replied.

“No, ma’am, you need to come down.” He paused. “Please, come down.”

Stoic, but handsome. Cassie smiled. “I’m not breaking any laws.”

“Actually, ma’am, you are.”

“There’s a law against climbing trees?” Cassie asked. Now she was confused.

“In the park there is. The town’s founding fathers wanted to protect everything in the park. There is a by-law that prohibits the climbing of trees. Unless you have written consent from the mayor.” He quirked his eyebrows up. “My guess is you don’t have written permission.”

“That would be correct.” She sighed then breathed in and out. “I’ll be right down.”

Shit. Getting up was a lot easier than getting down. Cassie accepted his help so she didn’t land on her ass and risk breaking her camera equipment.

“Thank you,” Cassie finally said to him when she reached the ground.

“You’re welcome. I need to see some ID now, ma’am.”

“For climbing a tree?” She looked for his name badge. “Officer Donnelly.”

He gave her the please do as you’re told look. Okay, okay. Jesus, she needed him to stop calling her ma’am. She reached in her back pocket and pulled out the body wallet she wore. Cassie pulled out the ID and handed it to him.

“Cassie Turner,” he said out loud then looked up. “The photographer?”

“What gave it away?” She looked down to the two cameras around her neck.

He smiled at her, and handed her back her ID. “The name. Not the equipment.”

“Oh?”

“I moved here about six months ago. I went to your gallery and bought one of your prints for my living room.”

“Which one? No, let me guess.” She looked at him up and down. Damn. Cassie liked what she saw. “Something nautical.”

He grinned. “A lighthouse, Miss Turner.”

“I’m glad you like it, and please call me Cassie. Ma’am and Miss Turner makes me think I should be applying for social security benefits.”

“I think hardly that, Cassie.”

“Do I get your first name, or are we still in official mode?”

“It’s Evan.”

“Well, Officer Evan Donnelly, I will certainly keep in mind the town’s by-laws.” Her brow furrowed. “Makes me wonder what other strange laws may be on the books.”

“You’d be surprised.” He gave her a half grin. “None I think you should worry about.”

“Are you sure?”

He looked her directly in the eye. “Most have to do with farm animals.”

Cassie’s lips curled up, and she saw the twinkle and mirth behind those hazel green eyes. “I think I’m safe there, but I think I’ll still look some of those laws up.”

Only a few seconds of silence between them, but enough.

“I need to get back to my rounds, Miss, I mean, Cassie. Have a good day.”

“You too, Officer Donnelly.”

He turned, and she watched a seriously fine specimen of a man walk away.

Cassie kept a small gallery in town. Most of her prints were consigned to galleries in Boston and Cape Cod. Her sales paid for the rent on the gallery and gave her a nice living. The only thing she did with the money her parents left her when they died five years ago was pay off her condo. The rest of the money currently was in investment funds. She would plan a dream trip someday.

On Saturday, Cassie’s gallery stayed open from ten until two. She and her assistant, Emma, usually traded off every other Saturday. Today was Cassie’s turn.

Cassie looked at some on-line orders from her computer, when the couple walked in. The woman, completely gorgeous, had long, red hair that flowed down her back in perfect waves. Lord, her skin was like fine porcelain. Cassie hated her. She had no problem being catty. Cassie could be a professional to the woman’s face and catty as soon as she walked out the door.

Evan wasn’t in uniform, so she didn’t recognize him at first. He smiled at the beautiful red-head and kissed her cheek. Cassie became jealous. Get a grip, she told herself. Catty and jealous of people she didn’t know. Christ, how pathetic. Time to act like a professional.

Cassie begrudgingly walked over to the couple. “Officer Donnelly, nice to see you.” She hoped her smile looked real.

“Cassie, call me Evan. I’m not in uniform.” He grinned broadly. “I’m looking to put a picture in my guest bedroom. Do you mind if I look around to see if something strikes me?”

“By all means,” Cassie answered.

“I think he brought me to make the decision for him.” The woman put out her hand to Cassie. “I’m Charlotte.”

Damn if she wasn’t even more beautiful close up. Yup. Cassie hated her but plastered on a smile and shook Charlotte’s hand. “Cassie Turner.”

“Evan said how much he admires your work.”

Cassie looked at Evan with questioning eyes. “Did he?”

“I told my sister Cassie Turner lived in the same town as I worked in. She insisted we come in and look around.” Evan knew Cassie hadn’t figured out Charlotte was his sister. Watching her face change was precious.

Cassie’s face softened and her stomach unknotted. His sister. “My apologies. I didn’t see a resemblance.”

“Charlotte looks like my mom, and I look like my dad.”

“Any other siblings?” Cassie asked.

“Just Evan and I,” Charlotte replied. She pulled a print from the group she looked at. “Hey, Evan. I like this. The blue sky almost matches the blue on the walls.”

Cassie looked at the picture with them. Two white Adirondack chairs in the foreground. The ocean with small, whitecap waves in the background with a clear, sunny sky.

“I think you’re right,” Evan said to Charlotte. He turned toward Cassie. “Can I have it matted and framed?”

“I’ll have it done this week.” Cassie saw Evan reach for his wallet. “Pay me when it’s done.”

The bell above the door chimed as two women walked in.

Evan turned to Charlotte. “We should let Cassie get to her other customers. Cassie, how about if I pick it up next Saturday?”

“That will be fine. Let me walk you out.” Cassie followed Charlotte and Evan to the door.

Charlotte continued walking to the car while Evan stopped to speak to Cassie. “Don’t ever play poker.” He smiled at her.

“What do you mean?”

“Your face shows every emotion, Cassie.” He laughed. “Jealousy is an interesting emotion. I think I might be flattered. See you next week.”

She gasped and didn’t have a chance to respond. What the hell? Jealousy? Oh, crap. Cassie had been told before she wore her emotions on her face. Evan was a police officer, trained to read people. Either way, he fucking smirked. Cassie should be mad, but she realized she hadn’t hidden her emotions well at all. Definitely something she needed to work on. If this was jealousy and Cassie barely knew him, what would she be like if they actually got to know him better? She was so screwed.

Evan walked into the gallery the next Saturday. It wasn’t Cassie’s turn to work, but she wanted to see Evan. Emma was too happy to have a second Saturday off.

“Officer Donnelly,” Cassie began. He came into the gallery in uniform, and she did have other customers.

“I was on lunch and hoped I could pick up the print.”

Cassie walked behind the desk to retrieve the wrapped print. “Here you go.”

Evan took the print and handed her an envelope. “I hope a check is okay. Emma gave me the final amount when I called this week.”

“A check is fine,” Cassie replied.

“I’m off at three. Can I take you to dinner?”

“Dinner?” Hell, yes, she wanted to go to dinner with the handsome man. Why not? “Let me give you my address.”

“I have it.” He saw her quizzical look. “I remember it from your license.”

“Yes,” she said with a laugh. “The tree day. I still need to look up those old by-laws.”

“Trust me. You’ll find them fascinating.” He turned to go. “Is five-thirty okay?”

“I’ll be ready.”

––––––––
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CASSIE NEVER KNEW WHAT to wear going out with a man for the first time. Not sure if she could call this a date, but they were going out to eat. Since Cassie had no idea if they were staying local or going out, she’d start with flat shoes in case they needed to walk. Navy pants usually worked, and definitely not a white top. Just her luck. Evan would pick Italian, and she’d be wearing red sauce all over a white shirt.

Every shirt she picked out of her closet either made her look like a school librarian or a whore who should be standing on the street corner. Cassie needed to rethink her wardrobe. She pulled out a light-teal cotton tee with the original tags. She had found it on a clearance rack. Short sleeve and a V-neck. The push-up bra would show the right amount of cleavage. Some jewelry and a large navy scarf Cassie could use as a wrap, and presto. 

Her reflection still showed a very boring woman looking back at her. Make-up would help but wouldn’t solve her looks issue. Oh, hell. It was only dinner and not the rest of her life.

The doorbell rang promptly at five-thirty. Of course Evan was punctual. Cassie expected nothing less.

“Hi.” Evan did a quick perusal of Cassie. “You look nice.”

“Thank you.”

“Are you ready to go?”

“Ready.” Cassie clutched the purse in her hand. She locked the door behind her. “Where are we going?”

“A friend recommended a new surf and turf place in Framingham. People usually like surf or turf.”

“I like both.” 

Evan opened the car door for her.

“Me too.”

The restaurant was more crowded tonight than usual. Evan and Cassie arrived ahead of their reservation. More time for a drink at the bar.

“I’m thinking surf tonight, so I’ll have a glass of Chardonnay,” Cassie said to the bartender.

“Sparkling water with lime please,” Evan directed then looked at Cassie. “I’m driving.”

“Next time I drive, and you can drink.” Yes, she’d like for there to be a next time.

“Or we stay overnight somewhere, and we both can drink.”

Cassie’s mouth turned up. “Getting ahead of yourself, don’t you think?”

He gave her a slight nod. “Probably.”

Time to change the subject. “Is your sister, Charlotte, still staying with you?”

“No. She stopped by before heading to New York City. She’s meeting some friends for a bachelorette party.”

“Did you give her the ‘be careful, don’t drink too much’ speech?” Cassie asked.

“I did, but she received the same speech from my dad. He’s a retired police officer.”

“That had to suck growing up. Knowing you can’t do anything wrong when your dad’s a cop.”

“Yes and no.” Evan shrugged. “I knew what the boundaries were. Plus, we didn’t have time to be misbehaving. Both Charlotte and I played some sport in school, so it took up a lot of our time. Also, my parents liked to explore and do things.”

“Like what?” Cassie and her parents did few things together. Mostly she did things alone or with friends.

“First, I have a large family with lots of cousins. When you spend time together, a bunch of kids will find some game to play.”

“With parents as referees?”

He shook his head. “Only when things got out of hand. We tried to settle things ourselves.”

“So, you learned diplomatic skills?” A wry smile from Cassie.

Evan laughed. “At times. Sometimes fists won out.”

“How many were you?”

“Depending if Sunday visits or the holidays. We could be anywhere from five to thirty.”

“Wow.”

He went on. “Sometimes we’d do something simple like look for shells at the sea-shore. My mom liked out-of-the-way museums. We had fun.”

“Sounds like it.”

Their table ready and they followed the hostess to the table. After ordering their meal, the conversation continued.

“And what about you, Cassie. What were your growing-up years like?”

“Not as exciting as yours.” She shook her head. “Both Mom and Dad worked to pay the bills. Once Saturday came, they wanted to rest. During the week I usually read or painted. I tried various mediums in paint and pencil.”

Cassie paused. 

“Go on.” Evan looked interested.

She breathed out before continuing. “My friend, Libby, whose parents usually took me along with them. I loved art museums. Somewhere, I saw an exhibition of black and white photos. I decided right then I needed to be a photographer.”

“How old were you?”

“Ten or eleven.”

“So early on.”

“What about you, Evan? When did you decide to become a police officer?”

Evan’s face grew serious. No one asked him that question in a long time. Mostly because people already knew.

“A friend was shot in some gang turf war. We were at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“I’m sorry.” Cassie lay her hand over his. “You don’t have to tell me.”

“I’d like to, if you don’t mind.”

“Go ahead.” 

She saw the pain in his face. Like he needed to tell someone. Maybe, no one understood before. Cassie would try her best.

“We were about fifteen years old and still riding our bikes all over god and creation. We went to grab some buddies to play basketball. I knew it was not a good neighborhood where some of the guys lived, that kind of street violence had not been prevalent.”

Evan took a deep breath in and out.

“Joe and I were riding our bikes on the sidewalk, and the next thing we knew, there was shooting all around us. I saw Joe drop, and I dropped with him. I thought he wanted to get on the ground to avoid the gun shots. When he didn’t respond, I looked over and saw the blood. I crawled to him to cover his body. I knew it was too late and already dead.”

Cassie wanted to say something, but she couldn’t find the right words. He nodded to her as if to say, it’s okay.

“You know when you hear the sirens but you are so detached it seems like the sound is coming from far away? We heard more gunfire and the police yelling into those electronic megaphones. I didn’t move. Couldn’t move.”

He stared, not looking at anything, yet Evan saw the picture so clearly. Cassie saw him look up and slowly closed his eyes. Only a split second, and it seemed longer before he opened his eyes to speak.

“I knew the drill. Hands up. Roll over so the police can see you’re not armed and not the bad guy. I remember saying, ‘I think my friend is dead.’ Everyone knew he was.”

“They finally took me away to make sure I wasn’t hurt. My dad served in the response. I was never so happy to see my dad. I knew when he had a chance he’d come find me, and he did.”

Cassie swallowed hard. “Did they catch the person who shot your friend?”

“Already dead. Part of the gunfire between the bad guys and the police.”

A silence between them. An understanding about pain.

“I’m sorry about your friend.” Her hand still on his, Cassie lightly stroked.

“Me too. I knew I wanted to be a police officer.”

“And from what I can see, a damn fine one. Thanks for thinking you could share with me.”

“I don’t usually tell people. I’m sorry I burdened you.”

“No burden. It tells me a lot about you.”

“Like what?” Evan asked.

“Family is important. I’ll guess you are loyal to all your friends, you believe in the law, and expect people to do the right thing.”

“You forgot to add boring.” Evan grinned at her.

“Far from boring and definitely not to me.”

“Why definitely?”

Now she grinned. “Because I’m boring.”

“Your life cannot be boring if you take such interesting photos.”

“I’m glad people like them and find them interesting, but I think I’m a solitary creature.”

“Well, now you know me. Maybe not so solitary anymore.” Evan moved his hand to be on top of Cassie’s.

“So, we become friends?” she asked.

“I hope so. Friends to start then who’s to say?”

“Who’s to say what?” Cassie saw the interest in his eyes. 

“Where this leads.” Evan sounded deliberately vague.

Damn. She was completely drawn to him. “What are you expecting?”

“I honestly don’t know. But having dinner and getting to know one another, is definitely a start.”

A week and half later, Cassie and Evan finally had a chance to catch up. Cassie said she needed a book on Alaska, so they decided on coffee at the book store’s café.

“Would you like dessert?” Evan asked as they stood in line for coffee.

“The lemon scone looks good.”

“Two,” Evan said to the cashier.

“Thank you, Evan,” she said as they sat down. “Working a lot of overtime?”

“A few road details.” He bit into his scone. “Mm. Good call on the scone. Now, why a book on Alaska?”

“I’m meeting a photographer from Alaska. Kind of a trade. He shows me the flora and fauna where he is, then he comes here and I show him the local sights.”

“Is that something you do often?”

“Not as much as I’d like. I have a few places I’ve wanted to visit, and Alaska is one. I actually met Henry at a photographer’s show. He stayed with me last fall for two months. We took lots of pictures.”  
Evan swallowed hard. “Two months?”
“He used me as a base. We did some photos together, and he went by himself to explore the rest of New England.”

“Are you staying with him for two months?”

“No. Two weeks.” Cassie wasn’t sure, but she thought she heard a relief sigh coming from Evan.

“Good.” The tone sounded relieved.

“Why does it matter?”

He liked her. Maybe too much already. “I’m liking getting to know you, but two months seemed a long time before I saw you again.”

“You’re sweet.” Cassie thought, then furrowed her brow. “I think.”  

“We are becoming friends, and I still don’t have a lot of those around here.”

“You’re a nice guy. You should have lots of friends.”

“What I do for a living sometimes scares people away.”

“I guess. That could be said of any job. If a person doesn’t understand  what it is you do, maybe they’re too scared to ask for fear of looking stupid.”

“Mostly people think I’ll take them to jail straight away for doing something wrong.”

“There’s that.” Cassie paused. “Have you?”

“No one has ever done anything so egregious.”

“Would you?” she asked.

“I’m paid to uphold the law. It’s not something I can shut off or avoid.” He looked at her seriously.  “So the answer is yes, I would.” 

“Any exceptions?”

“None that I can think of.”

“I guess I better read up on those by-laws then.”

They grinned at each other.
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THE TWO WEEKS IN ALASKA had Cassie busy every hour of every day. Even when she was sleeping, Cassie dreamt about what to photograph next. The areas Henry took her to were so beautiful, almost overwhelming. Flowers, trees, forests, animals, glaciers, streams, oceans, stars. Nothing was off limits.

Cassie downloaded the pictures to her laptop. The beauty of nature showed in every picture. Almost none of the photos needed to be cropped or changed. Henry told her it depended on the expertise of the photographer. Cassie said it depended on the subject. That was why she took nature pictures. The beauty in nature was simple and real. Even bad lighting on a subject could bring out all those features she might not normally see. Perfect pictures were great and sometimes boring. Imperfect pictures showed her life. 

She also downloaded the pictures on a thumb drive. It gave her peace of mind even though the pictures were on the laptop and she still had the digital cards. When she arrived home, she’d download them to a better computer. More pixels on the home computer screen.

Her phone rang as Cassie sat down on the couch with her cup of tea.

“Hello.”

“Hi, Cassie. It’s Evan,” he began. “You’re home I see.”

“Got in late last night and slept until noon. The time difference is catching up. I just sat down to a cup of tea.”

“I’m sorry I bothered you.” He should have realized she’d be tired.

“No bother. I’m going to sync my laptop and TV screen to review some pictures. Want to come over and see them?”

“If you’re not too tired.”

“More hungry than tired.”

“I’ll pick up something on the way over. Anything in particular you want to eat?”

“Do you like calzone?”

“I do.”

“They make them big at Franco’s. I wondered if you’d share one.”

“Sure. Meat or veggies?”

“Meatball.”

“Will do. I’ll be there in about a half an hour.”

Sharing food was a bit personal, Cassie thought after she got off the phone. She often did it with family or friends. Especially in places where they made food for two, and where the other person liked the same food. Cassie hoped Evan didn’t read anything else into it.

Cassie synced the computer then set up the TV trays in front of the couch. Real plates and utensils were better for calzone. She brought these out with napkins.

The doorbell rang, and Cassie yelled for him to come in. His hands were full, and he put the items down on the coffee table.

“Do you always keep your door unlocked and invite people in?” His voice serious as he spoke.

“Not usually. I expected you.”

“Do me a favor. Day or night, keep the doors locked. And don’t just say ‘Come in.’”

“Yes, Officer Donnelly.”

He gave her a scolding look. “There is nothing wrong with being safe.”

“I know. I’m sorry if I’m sounding sassy.”

“Sassy. There’s a word I don’t often hear.”

“I’m dating myself, but I like to bring that one out every once in a while.”

“It’s memorable.” Evan looked to the screen and saw a moose. “Wow. Big, isn’t he?”

“He was.” She pointed toward the screen. “That’s through a telephoto lens. I scanned the horizon, and there he was.”

“A safe way to view those large animals.”

“True. Sometimes the best pictures are those you happen upon. Your camera is pointed in the right direction.”

Evan saw the plates and cups. He opened the box and put some calzone on two plates. He handed Cassie one and put the other on the tray table meant for him.

“I brought a small bottle of rose wine.” Evan pulled the bottle from the bag. “Do you want some?”

“Sure. Why not. I’m not driving.” She winked at him. “I have real glasses on the side board.”

Evan understood her meaning with the comment and the wink. He stood to retrieve the glasses. “Sassy suits you.”

Cassie laughed and took the glass of wine offered. She waited until he was seated and comfortable. She pointed to his food. “Feel free to eat and drink during the show. Ask any questions.”

“I’m ready.” He loved her pictures. He only owned two as he didn’t have unlimited wall space. Sometimes he’d go online to review the ones on sale from her website. There could only be so many pictures she could put up in her gallery.

“These aren’t in any specific order. I’ll categorize them when I’ve been away from them for a few days.”

A full face picture of the moose was on the screen.

“Why?” he asked.

“I’m not subjective yet. I like them all.” She grinned at him. “When I don’t look at the pictures for a few days, I feel I come back to them with a fresh mind and point of view.”

“Sort of stepping back from yourself. Trying to see as others see it.”

“Yes, I try not to think of these pictures as mine, but some anonymous person’s.”

They continued eating and drinking as Cassie went through the pictures. He asked questions and she answered. 

“Looks very quiet there, Cassie.”

“Except for the sounds of nature.”

“Jesus,” Evan blurted. “How tall was the tree?”

On the screen he saw a vertical picture of a giant fir tree.

“I have no idea, but it filled the lens. I have other pictures as we got close up.”

“It’s fantastic. Majestic even. Kind of standing there all alone, commanding everyone to look at it.”

“That’s a great description. Do you mind if I use it?”

“Go ahead.” Evan sat up, proud to think he said something right.

“I might do a tree and flowers series. I’ve actually thought about putting out a calendar and maybe a coffee table book.”

“I’d buy both,” he quickly added.

“Thank you, but you’re not really impartial.” Cassie saw his wounded expression. “Evan, you’ve oohed and aahed at every picture. Not all of them are good.”

“I like them.”

“You are great for my ego.” Cassie pushed the table out of the way and stood. “Let’s take a break. We’ll get the dishes and table out of the way. The next group is waterways and glaciers.”

She noticed Evan sat a little closer to her on the couch once they dispensed with the tray tables. Cassie thought probably on purpose. The friendship comment before she left for Alaska came to mind.

Evan’s schedule had been full, and she spent almost three weeks in Alaska. They’d gone to dinner and drank coffee. Was he looking for something more? Was she?

Evan was a hard worker and stand-up guy. Nice and good looking. Not usually the kind she attracted. Maybe she’d ask him out. She smiled to herself. Evan would be the kind of guy she wanted to make love to in the middle of a field sprawled out on a large plaid blanket. Cassie could picture his hard ass flexing as he fucked her hard, fast, and deep.

“Why the smile?” he asked her.

She shook her head to clear it. “Thinking about nature.”

Evan gave her a look saying he didn’t quite believe her. His sly grin made her wonder if he knew what she was thinking, or maybe he thought the same thing about her.

They started with the glaciers next, then ports, then lakes and streams. Cassie stifled a yawn. She ate too much and added wine for good measure.

Her head lay on a pillow. Crap. Had she fallen asleep? Cassie opened her eyes, and she saw the pillow on Evan’s thigh. She turned and looked up. He was fast asleep himself. Cassie looked at him and not with a photographer’s eye. A seriously handsome man. His face looked softer as he slept, which was probably true of most people.

“Evan,” Cassie said quietly.

He stirred, rubbed his mouth, opened his eyes, and looked down. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine except I fell asleep on you.” She sat up. “Did I put the pillow down?”

“No. I did. You fell asleep with your head back and your neck looked crooked. I took a pillow and eased you down.” He shrugged. “It didn’t take much to move you.”

“I’m sorry. So rude of me.”

“I’m not bothered. I didn’t want to do anything with the computer to mess it up.” He pointed to it on the coffee table. “I shut off the TV. You were sleeping so good I didn’t want to wake you. With my head back, I fell asleep in about two seconds.”

“As long as that,” she teased.

“Sometimes work is stressful and draining. A catnap feels great.” Evan looked around. “I should get going. I have a few things to take care of, and I’m on at midnight.”

They stood together and walked to the door.

“Evan...”

“Yes.”

“Can we go out on a date, date?”

He raised his eyebrows. “A date, date?”

“You know, the kind where we go to the movies or something, share a meal, get to know one another better, and kiss at the end of a date.”

“I think we’ve pretty much done all of those except for kissing at the end.” He gave her a quick grin. “An official date, so to speak.”

“Yeah. An official date.”

“Do we have to wait until the end of that date before we kiss?”

She looked into his eyes and shook her head. “No.”

Evan leaned in and gave her a long, sweet kiss. He pulled away. “Damn, I liked that.”

“Me too. Goodnight, Evan. I’ll call you this week to set up our date, date.”

Evan opened the door and left. Cassie thought about the kiss. If a sweet one like that made her melt, what would a deeper, longer kiss do?

Cassie met Evan again at the book store for coffee. He commented on how much he liked the scones at the café. The café was the only place around serving scones.

“Since you’re off for the weekend,” Cassie began, “I thought we could go into Boston. Take one of those dinner cruises sailing out on the water
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