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Rita woke with the lovely dream still fresh in her mind. Gracefully gliding across a shimmering ice rink illuminated by a rainbow of light, she’d felt unencumbered and free and weightless…as if she were flying. Getting out of bed, she pulled on a pair of fuzzy socks and, extending her arms, slid across the hardwood floor as if she were really on ice, as if she could spin and leap and execute moves she hadn’t attempted in years. She skidded to a fast stop by the window, pausing to open the blinds, allowing the Southern California sunshine to flood into her pale blue bedroom. Not exactly a winter wonderland.
         

As she gazed down to the pool area, where tall, graceful palms barely moved in the morning breeze, she vaguely wondered if a public ice rink was even located in Beverly Hills. And even if a rink was nearby, would she be bold enough to pay it a visit? Twenty-nine seemed a bit old to reinvent oneself as a figure skater.

Not that she’d ever been much of a skater. Rita chuckled as she threw the comforter back onto her bed. Truth be told, she’d probably spent as much time on her hind end as she’d spent on her skates, but it had been fun. And not a bad way to grow up…back in Chicago. Continuing to slide her feet, she faux-skated out into the great room of the condo. Swaying side to side, she moved smoothly across the hardwood, attempting a couple of awkward moves as she worked her way toward the kitchen. She knew this was silly and wouldn’t want her roommates to witness her antics, but Margot would be at work by now, and Aubrey was probably still asleep.

“What on earth are you doing?” Aubrey asked with what sounded like way too much amusement.

Spying her roommate in the shadows of the hallway with a foaming mouth and toothbrush in hand, Rita just shrugged. “Ice skating.”

“Good to know.” Aubrey laughed. “I heard the clunking and got worried that we were having an earthquake.”

“And here I thought I was being so graceful,” Rita said sarcastically. She was well aware that, with her nearly six-foot frame, grace was not her strong suit. And with petite and delicate roommates who lovingly called her Moose sometimes, it was a fact she was mindful of.

As Rita went into the kitchen to start a pot of coffee, she tried to remember how long she’d been sharing accommodations with Margot and Aubrey. It was shortly after she’d landed her job as a stylist at Roberto’s…which was almost seven years ago. She’d felt on top of the world back then—being in her early twenties and working for one of the chicest salons, living in an upscale neighborhood with a couple of pretty cool roommates. How much better could it get for the daughter of a Chicago car salesman and a hairdresser?

Margot, the oldest of the roommates, owned this condo unit and hadn’t raised the rent once. A corporate attorney, she was as dependable as they came. Aubrey was a year younger than Rita and could be a little unpredictable at times, but she was generous and fun. And since she worked for a fabulous restaurant in the neighborhood, she could always be counted on to bring home something divine at the end of her shift. Rita’s contribution was free beauty advice and sample products. All in all, it was a pretty good setup for all three single girls.

And yet, as Rita poured water into the coffeemaker, she felt restless. Maybe it was just the remnants of her ice-skating dream, slowly melting away in the warmth of the California sun. Or maybe it was something else. She sighed as she turned on the small flat-screen in the kitchen, tuning it to the local news, where, according to Vince the weather guy, it was going to be “another unseasonably warm day.” Not a record breaker, but in the high eighties. And to think this was late January!

“So what’s up with ice skating?” Aubrey asked as she came into the kitchen and opened the fridge.
         

Rita sheepishly explained her dream. “It felt so real. And it was so awesome to be gliding along like that. Made me want to go ice skating again.” She paused to sneak a cup of coffee from the machine as it brewed.

“Were you a pretty good skater?”

Rita laughed. “Not really. But I enjoyed it. That dream was probably just a subconscious reminder that I’ve been missing winter.”

“You probably should’ve gone home for Christmas.” Au­­b­rey filled a glass with orange juice. “I hear it’s been seriously cold in the Midwest.”
         

“Yeah. My mom said they had a really pretty white Christmas.” Rita sighed to think of snowflakes tumbling down, ice sculptures, a rink filled with skaters wearing woolly hats and mittens and scarves… “I don’t suppose there’s an ice rink in Beverly Hills…is there?”

“I don’t know about that, but Culver City used to have a good rink. We kids went there sometimes when I was growing up. My sister still lives in Culver. Want me to ask if it’s still there?”

“That’s okay. I don’t really have time for ice skating this week anyway.” Rita glanced at the kitchen clock. “In fact, I should be getting dressed. I have a nine o’clock appointment this morning.” She held her coffee cup toward Aubrey. “What’re you doing up this early?”

Aubrey pointed at her teeth. “I lost a crown last weekend. I have a dentist appointment at ten.”

As Rita reached for a banana, the landline phone jangled. Assuming it was a telemarketer, since few of their acquaintances used that particular number, Rita ignored the ringing as she peeled her banana. But after the message beep, it was her father’s urgent voice that made her dash to the phone, grabbing up the receiver. “Dad?” she asked frantically. “What’s going on?”
         

“Oh, Rita,” Richard said with a smidgen of relief. “I’m so glad I reached you. I tried your other phone number and no answer. And now this one, and I was about to give up and call your work number.” He paused to catch his breath. “Anyway it’s about your mother. I don’t where, how, to begin, but—”

“What’s wrong?” she interrupted. She knew how her dad could go on and on sometimes. “Please, Dad, just cut to the chase and tell me what’s happened!”

“Your mother has suffered a stroke.”

“A stroke?” Rita tried to absorb this. “When did this happen?”

“Last night. The doctor said it happened while she was asleep. She must’ve slept right through it. I didn’t know anything was wrong until early this morning.”

“Is Mom okay?”
         

“No, not really. I mean, she’s alive, Rita. But she’s not okay. She’s not herself at all.”
         

“Where is she?”

“Jackson Park Hospital. That’s where I am right now. She’s in ICU, and they’re doing all they can for her—lots of tests and God only knows what else. But she’s in a bad way, Rita.”

“A bad way?” Rita reached for a barstool, easing herself onto it. “What do you mean, Dad? Is she going to make it?”

“I don’t know—” Her dad’s voice broke, and she could tell he was crying. Rita could only remember him crying once before—when his mother, Grandma Jansen, had passed away. “I really don’t know what’s going on with her, honey. The doctor said the worst is probably over, but your poor mother can’t talk or walk or eat or anything.” He made a choking sob. “It feels like she’s already gone.”

“Oh, no!” Tears filled her eyes. “I’ve got to come see her, Dad.”
         

“I know, honey. I thought you’d want to come. Do you need me to send money for airfare or—”

“No, Dad,” she said firmly. “You don’t need to do that.” She knew that, thanks to the economy, her parents had been more financially strapped than ever. For that reason she’d been extra frugal with her own earnings. “I have money…my savings,” she reassured him. “I’m fine.”

“All right, then.” He let out a weary sigh. “Call and let us know when you’ll get here. I still don’t have a cell phone. Can’t stand those things. So you can either call your mom’s phone, which I’m on right now, although I barely know how to use it. Or, better yet, call your brother.”

“How’s Ricky doing?” She knew that her younger brother had been struggling a lot recently, still adjusting to the aftereffects of some serious football injuries he’d sustained while playing college ball last year. Poor guy.

“Oh, Rita, Rick’s taking it pretty hard. Your mom’s been such a help to him this past year…and now this.”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” she promised. “And I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

“Thanks, honey. I hate interrupting your life like this, but we really do need you.”

“Don’t worry, Dad. I’m on my way.”

As Rita hung up, she turned to see Aubrey still in the kitchen. “Oh, Rita,” Aubrey said with worried eyes. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but is it your mom?”

Rita nodded as she grabbed a paper napkin to wipe her tears. “It’s a—a stroke. It sounds like she’s not even conscious. My dad was really upset. He thinks she might not make it.”

Aubrey hurried over, wrapping her arms around Rita. “I’m so sorry. What can I do to help? Want me to go online and book a flight for you?”

“Can you?” Rita asked between sobs. “My credit card is in my wallet, over there on the table.”

“Absolutely. Do you fly into O’Hare?”

Rita nodded then blew her nose. “I need to go pack.”

“And I’ll let Margot know,” Aubrey called out. “Want me to contact your work, too?”

“No, that’s okay, I’ll call the salon,” Rita hurried to her room to get dressed, make plans, and let her tears flow freely.

  


Thanks to Aubrey’s unexpectedly efficient help, Rita was on her way to LAX by noon.

“That was really nice of you to give me a ride,” she told Aubrey’s current boyfriend, Maxwell. “I told Aubrey I could get the shuttle, but she wouldn’t hear of it.”

“Hey, it’s no problem,” he assured her. “I was heading out to Westchester for a job anyway.” Maxwell was a plumber, something Margot had mercilessly teased Aubrey about. But as he carefully navigated his way down Santa Monica Boulevard, Rita began to see him in a different light. Maxwell seemed like a genuinely nice guy. She suspected there was more to him than his faded jeans, sleeveless T-shirt, multiple tattoos, and well-worn work boots. And she knew he was trying to get her to relax and think positively.

“I know it seems dark to you right now,” he said as he drove down the San Diego Freeway. “But medical technology is really amazing these days. I had an aunt who had a stroke a few years ago and she completely recovered. It just takes time and work.”

“I’m sure you’re right.” She nervously fingered her electronically generated boarding pass.

“Your mom will probably need a physical therapist and a speech therapist. Does she have good insurance?”

“I think she does.” They continued discussing all the ins and outs of stroke recovery, and by the time Maxwell took the LAX terminal exit, Rita felt unexpectedly encouraged. She also felt that Aubrey had surprisingly good taste in boyfriends—something Rita couldn’t necessarily claim for herself. The last guy she’d dated had turned out to be a complete jerk.

She thanked Maxwell once again as he pulled up to the Jet Blue entrance. “Not just for the ride,” she said as he helped her with her bags. “But the encouragement, too. It means a lot to me. You’ve been great. Really great.”

“I’ll keep your mom and you and your family in my prayers,” he told her as he closed the back of his van.

She tried not to look surprised by this. Why wouldn’t a nice guy like Maxwell be inclined to pray? “And I’ll keep Aubrey posted about how it goes,” she promised as she wheeled her bag onto the sidewalk and waved. “Thanks again!”

Once inside the bustling terminal, she began to feel overwhelmed again. But with no time to waste, she hurried through the various stages of getting to her gate. With every step Rita felt more and more like she was in a hazy dream. Not the sweet, happy dream she’d experienced this morning. This was more of a chilly, unsettling dream, where everything was fuzzy and blurry. By the time she reached her gate, her flight was already boarding, but she took a minute to call her brother’s phone, leaving him a message regarding her flight schedule. “It’ll probably be close to nine by the time I get my bags, and I’ll just take the train from O’Hare to the hospital,” she explained. “I know it’ll be late at night by the time I get to Jackson Park. But I don’t mind. I just want to be with Mom. And I do not want you or Dad coming to pick me up. Understand?”
         

Rita had no idea how Aubrey had managed to secure her a seat on a nonstop flight at such short notice, but she appreciated it. And the seat wasn’t half bad either. Still, it was hard to sit patiently for four hours. And one could only pray for so long without feeling redundant and pathetic, not to mention not very faithful. Naturally, she’d been too worried and hurried to pick up anything to read. Plus the battery in her Kindle was dead. Left to the in-flight magazines and her own thoughts, she tried to remember the last time she’d been home. When had she last seen her mother…and her family? She felt dismayed to realize it had been a full three years. No wonder she missed snow and winter so much!

She tried not to send herself on a guilt trip for not having been home for so long—or for missing this past Christmas. Besides, she reminded herself, she’d been encouraging her family to come out and visit her this winter, promising them some warm California sunshine. In fact, the last time she’d talked to her mom, on New Year’s Day, she’d sounded quite positive about making the trip, declaring that she wanted to see Disneyland. “Before I’m so old that you have to push me around in a wheelchair and spoon the applesauce into my mouth.” They had both laughed over that then. It didn’t seem funny now.

Rita didn’t often admit it, but her mom had probably been her greatest mentor. Other than a couple of rough adolescent years, they’d remained really good friends. Rita had grown up watching Donna efficiently running her own business. Not only did she own and manage her own hair salon—Hair and Now—she was also an excellent and respected hairdresser, with a faithful following of clients. As a child, Rita had loved helping out at Hair and Now on no-school days. And when she’d announced her decision to go become a hairdresser, during her senior year, her mom had supported her. Even when Rita had to break the news that she’d chosen a beauty school in Southern California, her mom had still supported her. And she’d paid Rita’s tuition. “Your grandmother gave me my start with Hair and Now,” she’d told Rita. “This is the least I can do for you.”

Rita had fond memories of Hair and Now. It was located on the lower level of Millersburg Mall, a mall that had once been host to one of the best ice rinks in the area—the same rink where Rita had learned to skate. But due to bad management and expensive repair costs, the rink had been shut down when Rita was in high school. The ice had been replaced with bistro-style tables and chairs and potted trees circling a big fountain. Many considered this an improvement, but Rita had always felt it was a mistake.

Hair and Now remained in the same place, where it had been nearly as long as the mall itself, and although Donna sometimes joked about retirement and had been preparing to celebrate her big six-oh next month, Rita had never gotten the impression that she was serious about hanging up her scissors. In fact, Rita had been convinced that her mother, with her sparkly blue eyes, youthful complexion, and shiny platinum-blond hair, was young for her age. When Rita was a teenager, she and her mother had sometimes been mistaken for sisters. “Oh, that’s just because our coloring is so similar,” her pragmatic mother would say in a dismissive sort of way. But Rita knew that her mom had loved the gaffe. And why not?

As announcements were made about preparing for landing, Rita felt a surge of conflicting emotions rush through her. She peered nervously out the window, looking through the dark night, down to where the blue-hued lights illuminated the landing strips of O’Hare. As much as she hated to admit it, she felt fearful that her mother might not have made it. What if she’d taken a turn for the worse and hadn’t survived the day? But at the same time, Rita felt hopeful, remembering Maxwell’s encouraging words about stroke recovery. Surely her mother, who’d always been a strong woman and a fighter, would still be holding on. Perhaps she’d be sitting up in bed by now, talking and joking with Ricky and her dad. Rita also felt a giddy sort of excitement to think of this—she was about to see her family again. But even that was laced with dark thread of concern. What if she was too late? What if her dad and Ricky were brokenhearted with grief right now?
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As she hurried down to baggage claim, Rita considered calling Ricky or her father, just to say she’d arrived and to check on her mom’s status. But she didn’t want to make them feel they needed to leave the hospital to come fetch her. She was a big girl. She knew how to ride the train…how to take a cab. She could make her own way to the hospital.
         

Still, by the time she dragged her well-stuffed wheeled bag from the carousel, she felt overwhelmed. The prospects of hauling her baggage to the train stop, waiting by herself for the next train, getting her luggage onto the train, riding all the way into the city at this hour of night, then getting off and finding a cab to take her to the hospital…well, it wasn’t for the weak of heart. But she could do it. She would do it. She would do it for her mom.

“Rita?” a masculine voice called out.
         

As she proceeded to the exit, Rita glanced all around, expecting to see her brother’s big ruddy face or maybe her dad’s. But no one looked familiar. Perhaps she’d heard wrong…or maybe it was just wishful thinking.

“Rita Jansen?” the voice called out again.
         

She peered through the faces in the crowd by the door and spotting a handwritten sign waving above the heads, she was shocked to see her name clearly printed on it. “What is going on?” she mumbled to herself as she pushed through the travelers to investigate.

“Rita!” a tall man eagerly declared as he placed his hand on her shoulder. He wore a brown leather jacket, a red Bulls cap, and a big friendly smile. “I would recognize you anywhere.”
         

“What?” Rita peered curiously into the man’s face. He had warm brown eyes and was a few inches taller than her. “Do I know you?”
         

“You used to,” he said cheerfully. “We went to school together. John Hollister. Remember?”

“Johnny Hollister?” She slowly nodded with recognition. “It is you.”
         

“Yep.” He reached for her wheeled bag.

“But what are you doing here?”

“Your brother asked me to pick you up.”

“Ricky knows you?” She felt confused. “It can’t be from school. I mean, Ricky is eight years younger than us and he—”
         

“I met Ricky through work.” John lifted the carry-on bag from her shoulder so that she now only had her handbag to carry. “And your mom is one of my clients. I was real sorry to hear about her stroke today.”

“Yes…me too.” She frowned. “This is so unexpected.”

“Anyway, Ricky told me to let you know that your mom is already starting to improve a little,” he said as he pressed their way through the crowd. Loaded down with her luggage, he led the way toward the exit.

“Thanks, but you didn’t have to do this, Johnny. I planned to take the train and—”

“I wouldn’t let my worst enemy ride the train into the city at night.” He stepped aside, waiting for her to go through the door ahead of him. “And I should warn you that the hospital’s located in an area that’s not exactly safe.” He held up her carry-on bag. “And with all this baggage, you’d be like a sitting duck for a thief.”

As Rita got further outside, she was caught off guard by the cold blast of air that hit her. Pushing the collar of her lightweight jacket higher, she hurried with Johnny across the street. “It’s freezing out here,” she muttered as they went into the parking area.

“Yep. It’s been hovering around twenty degrees these past few days.” He chuckled. “Not like LA, eh?”

“Not in the least.” She dug in her handbag for a silky scarf, wrapping it around her neck a couple times for warmth. “I forgot how cold it can get.” As she picked up the pace to keep up with his long strides, she wondered about this morning’s longing for winter. Am I nuts?
         

“Here we are.” Johnny stopped behind a red and white utility van, and, after opening the back, he quickly set her bags inside. “Hopefully it’s still warm inside. Go ahead and get in. It’s open.”

As she hurried around to the passenger’s door, she read the words on the side of the van. Apparently Johnny worked for some kind of a janitorial service located in Chicago. “Jolly Janitors?” she said as Johnny slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine.
         

He chuckled as he fastened his seat belt. “That’s right. The way I know your mom and brother is from cleaning Hair and Now at Millersburg Mall. I’ve been doing her salon for a couple of years now.”

“Oh…” She nodded, trying not to feel too judgmental. After all, what was wrong with a man working as a janitor? Good, honest work—and somebody had to do it. As Johnny maneuvered the large van out of the parking lot, she was hit with the irony of something. She had been driven to LAX in a plumber’s van and now she was being driven away from O’Hare in a janitor’s van. Okay, it wasn’t very stylish or impressive, and Margot would probably have a good time teasing her for it. But really, a ride was a ride…and, as her mom would say, beggars should not be choosers. Besides it was far better than riding the train on a cold winter’s night.

She glanced over at Johnny. And, really, despite being a janitor, he’d be rather attractive with his curly sandy brown hair, strong chin, and nicely shaped nose. Okay, he was attractive. And why was she being such a snob about it? She wasn’t really like that. Was she? But for some reason it was hard to imagine being involved with a janitor. Why was she even thinking about something like this in the first place? For all she knew, Johnny was married with three children. Besides, she reminded herself as she turned her focus back onto the street ahead of them, she should be thinking about her mother right now.
         

“So…you say my mom is doing better?” she asked cautiously.

“Yes. That’s what Ricky told me this evening when I dropped some flowers by for her. She’s been moved out of ICU and into a regular room. And it sounds like she made good progress in her physical therapy today.”

“She’s already having therapy?” Rita wasn’t sure which was more surprising—that her mom had been in therapy on her first day in the hospital, or that a Jolly Janitor had taken her mother flowers.
         

“Ricky said that they don’t waste any time with stroke victims. The sooner she starts regaining her skills, the better the prognosis.”

“So is she walking and talking?” Rita asked hopefully.

“No. Nothing like that yet. But it’s just the first day.”

“Oh…yeah…” Rita rubbed her hands together for warmth.

“Ricky suggested that I take you home,” Johnny said tentatively as he turned the heat up. “He thought you’d be worn out from your flight and—”

“I really need to go to the hospital,” she firmly told him. “I want to see my mom as soon as possible. That’s why I came today. I know it’s a ways farther than my parents’ house, but if you don’t mind, I really want to see her tonight.”

“Sure…no problem.”

“I’m guessing that Dad and Ricky are the ones who are worn out by now. They must be stressed and tired from being at the hospital all day. My dad hates hospitals. Maybe I can relieve them so they can go home and get some rest. I don’t mind spending the night in the hospital with my mom. I really don’t think she should be alone.”

“I understand completely. I’m sure I’d feel the same if it was my mom.”

She glanced over at him again. She’d always liked Johnny in school. He’d been one of the good guys—dependable and solid and kind. But he’d also been a little bit boring, too. Or so she’d thought back in high school. She felt a bit surprised he worked for a cleaning business, but only because she’d always thought he was more academic.

“I don’t think we’ve talked since we graduated. Did you go to college?” she asked, partly out of curiosity and partly to make conversation.

“Sure did. Graduated from Northwestern in business. Six years ago.”

“Oh…that’s great. Good school.”

“According to Donna—your mom, I mean—you graduated from a pretty impressive beauty school in Los Angeles.”

Rita shrugged. “Most people don’t think that beauty school’s very impressive, but it was a good school. And I did land a pretty great job in a Beverly Hills salon.”

“Really? Beverly Hills?” He nodded. “Ever work on anyone famous?”

“As a matter of fact, I have several well-known clients.”

“Anyone I’d have heard of?”

“Well, I don’t make a practice of name-dropping,” she said a bit primly. “Clientele privacy, you know.”

“Sure. That makes sense.”

She appreciated that he didn’t push her like some people did, and for some reason it made her trust him more. “But if you promise not to tell…”

He chuckled. “Scout’s honor. And I really was a scout, too.”

“Since you don’t live down there, I guess it can’t hurt.” And so she told him a couple of the bigger names.

Johnny let out a low whistle. “Wow…now that’s impressive.”

She smiled with satisfaction. “I like to think so. Some of my clients swear that I’m the best colorist in Beverly Hills. But I like cutting and styling, too.”

“I guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” He grinned at her as he waited for the light to change to green. “And I mean that as a compliment, Rita. I have nothing but respect for your mom.”

“Thank you.” She nodded. “I do take that as a compliment.” For a while they just drove in silence, with Rita watching for familiar sights.

“You didn’t make it to our ten-year reunion last year.”

“I know. I really wanted to go, but I was busy with work.”

“I heard it was because you were busy with a new boyfriend,” he said teasingly.

“Who told you that?”

“Your mom.”

“Seriously? My mom talks to you about my personal life?”

“I was on the reunion committee, and we hadn’t heard back from you, so I thought maybe we used the wrong email. So I asked your mom and she set me straight. But she also told me why you weren’t coming.”

“Well, my mom didn’t get it exactly right. It wasn’t because I had a new boyfriend. It was because the guy I was dating was a cameraman—you know for films—and he kept acting like he could get me on as a hairstylist for a movie he was working on. It was all supposed to go down about the same time as the reunion. And I’ve always dreamed of working as a stylist on a film. So I gave up going home for the reunion in the hopes I’d get on with the film.”

“Did you?”

“Nope.” Rita let out a frustrated sigh. “As it turned out the guy didn’t have as much influence as he’d insinuated.”

“Oh…is he still your boyfriend?”

“No, but not because of that.” She heard the sharpness in her response and regretted it. It wasn’t Johnny’s fault that Ben had been a jerk.

“Sorry,” Johnny said quickly. “I’m being too nosy again. It’s my worst habit, and I’m trying to break it. I’ll get to talking with clients, and the next thing I know I’ve stepped over the line by inquiring about their personal lives. My bad.”

“It’s okay.” Rita smiled. “To be honest, I’ve been known to do the exact same thing.”

“But you expect that in a hairdresser, don’t you? I mean, I always hear about how hairdressers always get to hear the juiciest secrets. Kind of like you’re in a special club.”

“I suppose that’s true.”

“But with janitors…well, they’re supposed to just scrub the floors and take out the trash and keep their big mouths shut.” He laughed. “At least that’s what I hear.”

“You mentioned the reunion…” Rita began cautiously. “Do you recall if Marley Baines—I should say Prescott—was there or not?”

“Sure. Marley was there. But I’d think you’d have known that. You and Marley used to be best friends. Don’t you keep in touch?”

“Not as much as you’d think.” She frowned to think of how close she and Marley once were…a long time ago.

“Really? When was the last time you spoke with Marley?”

“Oh, it’s been a while…” Rita bit her lip.

“Oh, well, friends sometimes grow apart…”

“Do you see her much?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. She’s a client of mine as well.”

“You clean Marley’s house?”

“Actually, it’s her business. She’s got a thrift shop in Millersburg Mall. It’s called Secondhand Rose. And she does a nice little business with young fashion-minded and frugal women.”

“Come to think of it, my mom mentioned that to me. Kind of slipped my memory. So how is Marley doing?”

“Ah, so now you want me to divulge a client’s private information?” he said.

“Oh, no, of course not. Sorry. I just—”

“Kidding. Well, I guess Marley is doing…uh…okay. Business is good anyway.”

“Meaning her personal life isn’t?”

“I didn’t say that, did I?”

“No, of course not.” Rita wondered how well Johnny really knew Marley. “It’s just that, well, the reason Marley and I parted ways was because I was opposed to her marriage.”

“Really?” he glanced at her. “You mean because they were so young? Just one year out of high school?”

“No. Well, I suppose that was part of it. But I actually spoke out against Rex. And subsequently I was uninvited from the wedding.”

“Seriously? You dissed her fiancé?”

“I know…I know. I thought I was so smart back then.” Rita shook her head to remember how she’d stuck her size eleven foot in her mouth. “It’s embarrassing to admit now. Especially since Marley and Rex have been happily married for ten years.”

“Happily?”

She turned to peer at him. “Aren’t they?”

He shrugged, but she could tell by his expression that he knew something. “Sorry. Me and my big mouth again. Just pretend I didn’t say that. Okay?”

“Okay…”

“Now if you’re worried that I’ll tell someone about your impressive Beverly Hills clientele list, you can just threaten to blackmail me over that little slip of the tongue.”

“Well, you’ve certainly gotten me curious now. If Marley and I were speaking to each other, I’d just pay her a visit and ask what’s up. As it is, she’d probably slam the door in my face.”

“Oh, I doubt that. Marley’s a very savvy businesswoman. I don’t think she’d slam the door on anyone who walked into Secondhand Rose. At least not while customers were around.”

Rita considered this. That actually wasn’t such a bad idea. “You say her shop’s at Millersburg Mall? Where exactly is it located?”

“On the top level. A few doors down from Martindale’s Department Store. In fact, Marley’s shop is right next door to someone else you might remember.”

“Who’s that?”

“Zinnia.”

“Zinnia Williams?”

“That’s right.” He nodded. “She just opened it last year.”

Rita cringed to remember the uppity young woman who had worked as a receptionist for Rita’s mom. Although only a couple years older than Rita, Zinnia had always treated Rita like a child. Even after Rita had landed her rather impressive job in Beverly Hills and come back home to celebrate, Zinnia had acted unimpressed and superior. “So…Zinnia has a shop…right next to Marley’s?” she said quietly.

“Sure. And Zinnia and Marley are pretty good friends too.”

“Seriously?”
         

He laughed. “I know what you’re thinking. I heard Zinnia used to have a knack for rubbing people the wrong way. Fortunately, some people change.”

“You’re saying Zinnia has changed?”

“When was the last time you saw her?”

Rita thought about this. “I guess it was quite a few years ago. Back when she worked for my mom. What kind of shop does Zinnia have?”

“A hair salon.”

“My mom told me about a new hair salon at the mall. But she didn’t mention it was Zinnia’s. Mom was mostly concerned because she thought it was in breach of her lease contract—you know, that there could only be one hair salon in the mall. Apparently it wasn’t.”

“I think the salons have to be located a certain distance apart.” He pointed ahead. “And speaking of distance, here we are. Jackson Park Hospital at your service. How about if I deliver you to the front door?”

“Thanks! That would be lovely.” Rita braced herself for the cold again.

“And I’d be happy to drop your bags at your house, if you’d like. It’s not far out of my way and—”

“No, that’s okay,” she said as she opened the door, letting a frosty blast of air inside. “I’ll ask Ricky to stash them in his car.” She hurried around to the back of the Jolly Janitor van, waiting as Johnny extracted her baggage. But instead of handing them over to her, he ran them up to the door and inside the foyer.

“Tell Donna that she’s in my prayers,” Johnny said as he slid the strap of her carry-on onto her shoulder. “You all are.”

“Thank you,” she told him. “For everything.”

“I know it’s not terribly elegant riding around in the Jolly Janitor van.” He grinned. “But it was the best I could do on short notice.”

She smiled. “It was just fine, Johnny. And it was warm. And the company couldn’t have been better.”

He made a mock bow. “Thank you very much.”

With a parting wave, she wheeled her bag through the lobby. She knew her focus should be on locating her mother, but for some reason her mind seemed stuck on Johnny.




OEBPS/images/9781455528097_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781455528097_online.png
e

Gently Falling
&

MELODY CARLSON

CENTER
STREET

New York Boston Nashville





OEBPS/images/9781455528097_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/heart_online.jpg





