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Gabriella Blake stared at her mother, not sure why they were covering ground that had already been covered at least three times. “I’m fine, Mom. You and Dad are going to have a wonderful time, and I’ll be here in case your renter has any questions.”

“You know I hate to leave you when you’re so upset, Gabby,” Teresa Blake said. 

Gabriella had been upset, yes, but that had been a week ago, and it tended to happen to a person who was not only dumped but was also told to vacate the apartment said person had been sharing for almost a year with the dumpee. Or maybe the better word would be dumpster. Having to move back to said person’s parents’ house when said person was thirty-five-years-old was an additional blow. “I’m fine. You and Dad should get going so you aren’t late to pick up your friends. Right, Dad?” 

“Gabby’s right, Teresa,” Peter Blake said, looking at his watch.

“We never liked Travis anyway,” Teresa said.

One more thing Gabriella had heard multiple times. “Can I help you carry anything to the car?”

Peter took the handle of the larger suitcase. “All set, honey.”

Teresa sighed. “I am relieved you’re staying here, because of the renter. The email with his name is on your father’s desk, but I can’t for the life of me remember what it is right now. I think he plans to get here next weekend, but it could be the following weekend. I don’t know. All I can think about is the road trip. He has a key to the cottage, so he shouldn’t need to bother you.”

Gabriella watched her father go out the front door and she wished her mother would take the other suitcase and follow him. She hadn’t needed to revisit being dumped by Travis this morning, and now she’d need to work to get it out of her head. If she ever found herself alone in the house.

Ten minutes later, after multiple hugs and best wishes on both sides, she stood on the porch, waving her parents off on their cross-country road trip. It was a beautiful day to set off. It was also a beautiful day to make the phone call she’d been postponing for a week.

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to go to Erin and Sean’s wedding.” Gabriella stared out the kitchen window and waited for the expected reaction from Tara.

“Oh, no, you don’t, Gabby. You’re going with Stacey and me. It’ll be a blast.”

“Yes, I’m sure it will, but right now I’m not really feeling all that true love and in sickness and in health stuff.”

“What happened, Gabby? Did you and Travis have a fight?”

“That’s one way to look at it. Alternately, you could say he dumped me. I moved into my grandparents’ old house last week, the one my parents inherited, and it was already too late to cancel my plus one, so Erin and Sean have to pay for a meal for someone who isn’t even going to be there.”

“I’m sorry, Gabby. But I’m also happy you’re rid of him, and I’m sure you don’t want to talk about it anymore, so I’ll shut up. I’ll tell Stacey if you want, and none of us will mention his name again unless it’s in the most insulting and derogatory way. Stacey said she’s driving to the wedding, and since I want to enjoy a few cocktails, I’m going with her. Do you want to come with us?”

“I think I’ll drive, but thanks for the offer.”

“Call me if you need to talk or bash anyone in particular, okay?”

“Thanks, Tara. I will.” Gabby disconnected and wished she didn’t have to go, but then Erin and Sean would have to pay for two wasted meals. And she’d feel guilty, and also hear about ditching her friends for the rest of her life. 

What she could do was buy herself a new dress for the wedding. She didn’t need to come up with a list of reasons why she deserved a new dress, she was just going to go get it. And she didn’t care what the tag said. She’d bring the ones that caught her eye into the fitting room and try them on before she even looked at the prices. She might even buy matching shoes and a dainty little purse. The cross-over type so her hands would be free to take photos, or hold a glass of wine, or maybe even dance. 

I am not cold and unfeeling, Travis Peters, and you can just go to hell.
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GABRIELLA WALKED INTO the small Connections office just before seven o’clock, opening time, seeing her boss was already in position, and once she dropped her purse on her own desk, she made the short walk to say hello. “Hi, Vanessa. Anything exciting happening?”

“Hello, Gabriella. Luckily, no fires to put out yet. Did you have a nice weekend?”

“I bought a new dress for a wedding this Saturday.”

“Lovely. What does it look like?”

“Royal blue, boat neck, three-quarter sleeves, and a swing skirt. It looks like someone’s grandmother’s dress from the fifties or sixties, my usual style.”

Vanessa laughed. “Oh, stop. It sounds beautiful. Is Travis wearing a royal blue tie so you match?”

And this was why she should have already shared the news with her boss. And Sherry. “Travis and I ... There’s no more Travis and I. And I moved back to my parents’ house.”

“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. If you need to talk, I’m happy to listen.”

“Thanks, Vanessa, but I’m fine. I’ll get to work.” Before she had time to think of all the reasons why she appreciated having such a great boss, she heard her desk phone, and she checked to see which line was ringing. Chin up and ready for anything, she picked up the handset. “Summit Construction. How may I help you?”

Gunnar had heard a full range of voice types in his life, some of them memorable, but most forgettable. The voice he’d just heard was like velvet, most unexpected, and it threw him because his mind immediately conjured up images of what the woman might look like, and what she was wearing. “Is this the answering service?” Damon had told Gunnar he most likely wouldn’t be taking calls while he was on the job, but the woman didn’t sound like any woman from any service he’d ever spoken to.

“Yes, sir. May I help you?”

“I’d like to leave a message for Damon Casey. Can you tell him I’ll be starting a week from today, on the third?” She’d called him “sir” in that voice, and he hoped she’d say it again.

Gabriella said, “And your name, sir?”

Holy hell, that voice ... He scratched the back of his head, still trying to imagine what she looked like. Name. She was waiting for his name. “Yeah. Ajax O’Toole.” He shook his head, realizing he should have said Gunnar, but Damon would know who he was.

“Ajax O’Toole. Thank you, sir.” She’d never spoken to an Ajax. She’d never even heard of an Ajax. Well, not a human one, anyway.

“Thanks. I can give you my number.”

“It’s on my display, but thank you. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

Gazing out the window, he was lost for a moment while he thought about what she could do for him and what he’d like to do for her. “That’s it for now. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Have a great day, Mister O’Toole.”

He disconnected, wondering if Damon had ever met the woman. He wished he’d asked for her name. But he might think of another reason to call Damon in a day or two, and he’d get to hear that voice again. It had taken thirty years, but he finally understood what a velvety voice sounded like.

Sherry had come in while Gabriella was on the phone, and when she finished with Ajax O’Toole’s call, Gabriella said, “Good morning.”

“Hi, Gabby. Did you have a nice weekend? I’m so glad the weather is finally gorgeous, aren’t you?” 

“Hi. Yes, the weather is great. I wanted to mention something to you. Not a big deal, but ... Travis and I broke up, and ... That’s all.” When Sherry’s smile disappeared and she put a hand to her heart, Gabriella appreciated the message had been received with no drama. And when first her phone then Sherry’s phone rang, they both grabbed their handsets, Travis forgotten.
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Gunnar headed east on the thruway on his way to Alberton, Massachusetts, for his next consulting job with the velvet voice stuck in his head, the same voice he’d been thinking about since he’d spoken with her days ago. She had also infiltrated his dreams, although the dreams hadn’t yet given him a glimpse of her face. Maybe his subconscious was to blame, since it knew he was imagining a combination of Cleopatra, Aphrodite, and Helen of Troy.

Tapping the steering wheel, he didn’t have long to wait before his call was answered.

“Gunnar, my friend. How are things in Beeker, New York?” Roscoe Daniels said.

“Probably the same, but I’m headed your way now.”

“Yeah, Damon said you’d be starting soon.”

“Thanks for the recommendation, Rocky. Really appreciate it.”

“Course. You’re the most skilled architectural engineer I know,” Roscoe said. “Going to be a lengthy process. Hope you’re ready to spend your summer and fall here.”

“Never done an art museum before. Should be interesting.”

“I’m looking forward to it. Where are you staying? You need a place?”

“Staying at an inn for a couple nights until I can get into my rental. It’s furnished, so I’m traveling light.”

“Good for you, buddy,” Roscoe said.

“Listen, about the answering service Damon Casey uses.”

“What about it?”

“Seems an archaic way to do business,” Gunnar said.

“Maybe, but it works. The operators email the messages, and we pick them up when we have a minute.”

Gazing out the windshield, Gunnar tried again to imagine her face. “You ever go into that office? The answering service, I mean? Ever meet any of the people working there?”

“No need to. I just call them when I have a question. Hey, listen, Damon’s calling me. See you in a few days.”

When Gunnar stopped at a service plaza for fuel, he filled his tank and climbed back in, seeing he’d just missed a call from Damon. After listening to the message, he called the answering service, anticipating hearing her voice again.

“Connections. May I help you?” 

Damn. Not the voice he wanted. “This is Ajax O’Toole. Damon left a message saying he wanted a call back.”

“Yes, Mister O’Toole. Damon will be emailing some forms he needs your electronic signatures on later today, and he’d appreciate you sending them back as soon as you get a chance.”

“I’ll take care of it. Thanks.”

“Have a great day, now,” Sherry said, disconnecting.

Staring out the windshield, Gunnar tried to come up with a reason to call the service again, but what was the point if he wasn’t guaranteed to hear her voice?

After he checked into the Willow Field Inn, he took a few minutes to iron his suit for the wedding so Sean wouldn’t have anything to bust his chops about. Unless it was the beard. He hadn’t seen Sean for a few years, not since he was clean shaven, and any change, great or small, was usually worth some harassment. 

He had the option to have dinner at the inn, but chose to take a ride around Alberton and check out the town and the cottage he’d be renting in a few days. Considering he’d already spent seven hours on the road, he could have saved himself the trouble and used Google Earth, but he wasn’t tired enough to hang around in his room.

Outside, he took a walk, making a detour around the back of the inn, following the flagstone walkway to get a closer look at the red Gambrel style barn where the wedding and reception would be held. He’d never seen a barn in such pristine condition, and grinning as he headed for his truck, he doubted any four-legged animals had ever graced the inside of the structure.

––––––––
[image: ]


GABRIELLA TRIED ON the dress for the wedding, along with the shoes, and as she stood in front of the mirror, she picked up her phone and tapped the screen.

“Well, if it isn’t Gabriella Loreen Blake,” Caterina Blake said, and Gabriella could hear the smile in her sister’s voice.

“I can’t get anything past you, can I, Cat?”

“Not when I’m up to my eyelashes in wedding planning.”

“And how are those plans going? It’s just a little over four months, but I probably don’t need to tell you that.”

“I’ve got a counting app on my phone, and I can tell you right to the minute when it’s going to be happening, if you want.”

“That’s all right. You might hang up on me if you try to check another app.”

“That only happened once, Gabby,” Caterina said.

“Twice. But let’s forget about the past.”

“Speaking of the past, how are you doing? Are you feeling back to normal yet? Or normal-ish?”

“Yes. I’m going to a wedding tomorrow night at the Willow Field Inn, without a plus one. Erin was very understanding when I called her about the breakup, even though it was after she’d had to give her final head count.”

“Of course she was. Stuff happens, and you are going to that wedding and you’ll dance and drink and have a great time with your friends. Right?”

“Right. Maybe I’ll even see a hot guy and ask if he wants to dance. Or just have a drink.”

Caterina laughed. “Now you’re really going crazy. I hope you do. I hope you dance with five or six guys. But don’t let all of them buy you a drink or your head will be spinning. Are you staying over at the inn?”

“No, it’s not that far from the house. Which is another reason I’ll be limiting myself to maybe two drinks, but probably only one.”

“Chase it with a tall glass of water so you don’t wake up feeling half dead on Sunday.”

“So wise for one so young.”

“A whole year younger than you, Gabby. But thanks for the compliment.”

After they disconnected, Gabriella slipped off the dress and the shoes and put them in the closet. She knew she wasn’t going to be dancing with five or six guys. She’d be astounded if she even danced with one. 
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GUNNAR LAY IN BED AND eyed his phone on the end table, wondering what the answering service hours were. They couldn’t work round the clock. But if they did, the woman wouldn’t work more than an eight-hour shift. Maybe people had to leave voicemail instead of reaching anyone in the office. Unable to let it go, he took the phone off the charger and stared at the print on the wall, a rural scene with a barn, but not the one at Willow Field. If someone answered, he was ready with an excuse for calling at ten o’clock on a Friday night.

When the call was picked up, he heard her voice, then he closed his eyes.

“You have reached Connections. We will return to the office at seven o’clock on Monday morning, and if you leave a message, we will make contact with the recipient. Please have a pleasant evening and weekend.”

He disconnected before he heard the signal for the recording, then he wondered if their machine kept track of dropped calls, meaning he might be able to call again, or even a couple more times, just to hear that voice. Connecting the charging cord, he closed his eyes and hoped sleep would come.
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Both Tara and Stacey called Gabriella on Saturday to ask if she wanted to drive with them to the wedding, but Gabriella thanked them and said she didn’t know how long she was going to stay and she didn’t want to cut anyone else’s fun short. If there was a silver lining to having to attend, it was that Travis wasn’t friends with either the bride or groom, so she wouldn’t have to worry about seeing him.

Zipping up her dress, she got to work on her face and hair, hoping she’d be able to smile through the festivities tonight. Erin was a dear friend, and she deserved all the happiness in the world. Gabriella thought Sean was perfect for Erin, and that was what she needed to focus on. They would be happy together, and they belonged together. 

Thinking about a man who was all wrong for her and proved it by dumping her was not the way she was going to spend her evening. Instead, she’d watch the newlyweds, and all the other couples, and know that one day she’d find someone. Someday. Far down the road. But it was going to happen. 

Applying her waterproof mascara, then her Respected Red lipstick, she decided her pale cheeks needed a little color, and she dotted the lipstick on her face before blending it in. Eying her hair, she decided to leave it down so she wouldn’t have to worry about it falling out of a top knot. “You ready, Gabby?” she murmured as she slipped on her blue heels and picked up her purse. “Ready as I’ll ever be.” 

She went out into the twilight, appreciating the beautiful evening and deciding to concentrate on the positives tonight. It could have been hailing, but instead it was sunny, at least for a little while longer. There would probably be candles at the reception and it would be beautiful. She’d be seated with Stacey and Tara, and she would enjoy the meal and the party.

Starting her Mini Cooper, she glanced at the white cottage behind the house, knowing she should check her father’s desk for the email and see when the renter was coming, and what his name was. 

Reaching the driveway for the Willow Field Inn minutes later, she pulled in and followed it to the back, where the barn’s parking lot was nearly full. She found a space almost closer to the inn than the barn, but she didn’t mind having to walk a few more steps. As she climbed out, she glanced at the inn. It was a beautiful old place, and the barn, built during the last few years, was also beautiful. Erin and Sean had chosen well for their venue.

She hadn’t set up a rendezvous spot with her friends, and when she saw the barn doors were wide open, she looked at what she could see of the guests’ backs, wondering if she’d be able to find them. When she didn’t spot Tara and Stacey right away, she told herself she didn’t need to sit with them for the ceremony. Sliding into the back row on the bride’s side, she straightened her skirt and glanced around, not seeing any familiar faces, then she took a slow breath, proud of herself for coming through for her friends when she’d rather be at home. Even if it was only “home” until she found her own place.
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GUNNAR WONDERED IF he should have waited to walk over from the inn, but he supposed there were worse places to sit than in the fourth row. In either case, there was plenty to see. He took a professional interest in the barn, checking out the building from the rafters to the wooden floorboards. Natural wood and windows everywhere he looked. Plenty of lighting, with the recessed lights and the strands of tiny bulbs strung overhead. He’d been to a few weddings, in churches, in function halls, and one in a backyard, but this was the first one in a barn. He wondered how many of the guests were spending the night at the inn, and thought he might hear them later as they either walked or stumbled in, depending on how many times they hit the bar.

He wondered if there would be many single women at the reception, and if he’d feel like dancing. He knew it would pass the time. He doubted he’d have much of a chance of talking to Sean later, and he didn’t know any of his other friends who’d be there. He’d noticed a gazebo out back, and he could always sit out there once he reached his social saturation point.

Listening to the conversations around him, he looked at the program he’d taken from the table in the back, seeing photos of the bride and groom, with Sean looking happier than Gunnar had ever seen him. The names on the list, with the exception of Sean Winters, were unfamiliar, but maybe they wouldn’t be by the end of the reception.

He zoned out during the music and the ceremony, eyes forward but his mind back on the owner of the velvet voice, and all the questions he had about her and for her. He’d checked the Connections’ website, taking a chance employee photos might be posted, but there were none. When everyone around him stood, he followed and looked to the center aisle to see the wedding party heading out. He happened to catch Sean’s eye and when they gave each other a nod, Gunnar realized he’d never in his life felt as happy as Sean was looking.
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“I’M SO HAPPY YOU CAME, Gabby,” Stacey said, patting Gabriella’s back while they were waiting for the servers to bring their meals.

“I am, too.” Gabriella smiled at both her friends, who sat on each side of her. “It’s great to see you girls again, and this barn is amazing.”

“It would be so cute if they had baby goats scampering around,” Tara said, sighing.

“Yeah, maybe you need to slow down on the adult beverages, Tara,” Stacey said. 

“Well, it is a barn, isn’t it?” Tara asked.

Gabriella grinned, knowing coming to the wedding had been the right move. Even if she spent the night just sitting at the table with the girls, she’d still have a good time. “I think these are our dinners coming.” She was hungry, and was also looking forward to a nice piece of wedding cake. “Are we dancing tonight, girls?”

“Absolutely,” Stacey said. “With anyone who asks. We’re all eligible bachelorettes, aren’t we? Up for anything tonight? Weddings always put me in the mood.”

Tara laughed. “For what?”

“For anything, my friend. Anything.” Stacey picked up her fork and looked around. “And there seem to be a few unattached males in our age group. I might just march right up to them and ask if they want to dance. And then some.”

As Gabriella took a bite, she wasn’t feeling the enthusiasm Stacey was feeling, and she didn’t think Tara would be seeking out eligible dancing mates, either. But if she was, meaning Gabriella would be left alone, she could always locate Erin for a quick chat, and maybe step outside for a few minutes so she wouldn’t just be sitting at the table. Then she could decide if leaving seemed like a better idea than staying.
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