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Friday, June 6, 2003



 

“NO, Kevin.” Tara Whitman’s voice tightened. “I was up-front with you about this when you first asked me out. You said you felt the same way.” I really don’t need this right now. Please, Lord, just end it before things get any uglier.




“We’ve been seeing each other for six months.” Her date’s dark eyes flashed as he furiously paced the length of her living and dining rooms.

She wished he would stand still. He was making her dizzy.

“That doesn’t change how I feel. Six months. A year. Two years. Time won’t change things.” She couldn’t believe they were even having this discussion.

And, yet, she’d sensed it coming for the last couple of weeks. Just what she needed. Two unproductive dealings with men in one month. First, her best friend, Jack Carlton, over his latest breakup, which proved irrelevant since he had another blonde on his arm days later. Now, Kevin picking a fight over something she’d thought had been settled long ago. This just isn’t my year… and it’s only June.

Tara crossed her arms over her chest and put the dining room table between them. “Did you lie to me? Were you just paying lip service to your principles, figuring you could change my mind?”

“I didn’t lie to you!” His gaze narrowed. Pacing to the far end of the table, he grabbed the back of a chair with both hands, his knuckles white. “I’ve just come to realize that you lied to me.”

“What’re you talking about?” Her voice raised an octave. “I’ve never been anything but honest with you.”

“What about Jack?”

She stilled.

A smirk of satisfaction crossed Kevin’s face.

“What about him? We’re friends, have been for years. You knew that before you and I went out.” Hands braced on the back of a chair to steady herself against a headache and rising dizziness, Tara met his angry brown gaze, puzzled. “What does Jack have to do with this?”

“Everything.” He raised his hands in clear frustration. “You told me you wanted to wait until you’re married to have sex, and I admired your desire to stand on God’s Word like that. But marriage isn’t what you’re waiting for. If you were honest, you’d just admit it.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She frowned, trying unsuccessfully to connect one subject to the other. Pain throbbed in her right temple. She resisted the urge to rub it. It wouldn’t help anyway. Why must she have difficult men in her life? If it wasn’t Jack, it was her brother Greg. Now, Kevin had to act up.

“Well, then, let me spell it out for you.” His tone turned patronizing. “You’re not waiting for marriage. You’re waiting for Jack.”

“That’s the most ridiculous….”

His look turned smug. “Go ahead. Deny it. Deny that you’re in love with the man. Deny that you want him.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about.” Tara tried one more time, but the fight left her. “We’re just friends.” She hoped, somehow, that repeating the words would solidify the concept for both of them.

“I know, Tara.” Some of the bite left Kevin’s words. He sighed, hostility going out of him in a single breath. “It isn’t what you are to each other that’s the problem. It’s what you want to be that I can’t deal with. I’m not going to be anyone’s backup plan. I deserve better.”

“So, what do we do now?” She resigned herself to what she sensed coming.

He was a long time responding. “It’s me or Jack, Tara.” His voice was calm and soft, almost defeated, as though he already knew the answer. “You choose.”

She closed her eyes and sighed. There was no choice.

“I’m sorry, Kevin.” Tara shook her head, tears welling.

“So am I.” Kevin lifted his jacket from the hook inside the front door and left, softly closing the door behind him.

 



~~~


 


Saturday, June 7, 2003


 



Tara dragged out of bed the next morning, having slept very little thanks to the pain in her head, and worse pain in her heart. She wanted to feel indignant and betrayed at the position Kevin had put her in. She wanted to be angry with him for being so unfair as to make her choose between her boyfriend and her best friend, maybe hurt over being dumped. Remorse overruled them all.

Kevin had been right. Her feelings for Jack weren’t exactly platonic, and she hated herself for it. The fact she’d hurt Kevin only compounded the guilt. A decent, God-fearing man like him deserved better. Sure, he wasn’t perfect, but who was? Certainly not her. She’d never intended to hurt him, had thought their relationship was a good, solid friendship. Maybe not as secure as her friendship with Jack, but still a good one.

She hadn’t realized he’d crossed the line from friend to more until it was too late. But then, what would she have said to keep him from getting his heart involved? How could she have warned him?

Tara showered and dressed in a worn gray and white baseball uniform. She pulled her hair into a ponytail and slipped her cap into place. The reflection in the mirror pulled her up short.

Kevin may have been right about something else he’d been saying for weeks. Perhaps she was too old to play with boys. What grown woman spent Saturdays playing baseball with a bunch of guys? Well, besides her obviously. It was kind of childish.

But she couldn’t bring herself to change clothes and ditch the game. Before she talked herself into doing just that, Tara grabbed her keys and left the apartment.

At least she had something new and interesting to include in her next letter to Michelle. Somehow the thought didn’t cheer her up. At all. Was baseball all her life had really come to?

 



~~~



 

Jack was already at the ball field when Tara arrived. He waved cheerfully and jogged across the field to meet her. The red and white uniform marked him as a member of the opposing team. Their team loyalties were a frequent source of rivalry, but it was all in good fun.

Tension melted away, and she smiled for the first time that morning, happy to see his smiling, comforting, familiar face. She scanned the spectators. Where had Adrianna gotten off to? Surely the latest girlfriend hadn’t let Jack come to the game unsupervised.

He frowned as he drew closer, his gaze concerned. “You look tired.”

“I am.” She dropped to the ground to change shoes.

Jack squatted beside her. Concern rolled off of him like waves, salving wounded pride and easing some of the guilt.

“Kevin and I fought last night, and I ended up with a migraine just to rub salt in the wound.”

“How bad?”

He wasn’t asking about the migraine, but Tara considered pretending he was. She dismissed the notion immediately, however. He would see through the ruse and not leave the point alone.

“Bad enough. We won’t be seeing each other again.” She sighed and wiped a weary hand across her eyes.

“Want me to break his nose?” He offered a mischievous grin.

She couldn’t help responding with a smile of her own. He may have been one of the most aggravating men she’d ever known, but he was also the only one who could make her smile in the midst of a storm.

“You’re assuming it’s his fault.” She shot him a mock-censuring look.

“Naturally.” Unabashed, Jack rose to his feet. “It has to be his fault. You’re perfect.” His grin turned affectionate.

She thought she saw something else behind those golden eyes, but it was so fleeting…. Stop imagining things. “I wish.” Tara laughed. Only she recognized the double meaning of those words. She grabbed her tennis shoes in one hand and accepted his proffered hand with the other.

He pulled her easily to her feet, dropped an arm across her shoulders, and gave her a quick, brotherly squeeze. She leaned into him momentarily, appreciating his warmth and strength even more when her spirits flagged.

“He wasn’t right for you anyway.”

Before she could ask what he meant, their teammates summoned them. As their respective teammates engulfed them, Jack and Tara tolerated good-natured teasing about fraternizing with the enemy. She sent him a frustrated glance, silently threatening to corner him later and get to the bottom of that comment.

When next their paths crossed, Tara slid to a stop at second base. Jack, assigned to that position, laughed when she lost her footing by tripping over the base. She narrowly escaped ending up on her face in the dirt. She wrinkled her nose at him and focused her gaze on the next man at bat.

“Where’s Adrianna?” She kept her tone casual, though her feelings were anything but neutral.

“She bowed out in favor of a tennis match with her mother.” Not so much as a hint of sarcasm or disappointment, as though he couldn’t care less what Adrianna was doing. “She may drop by later.”

Oh, yippee, that’s sure to make my day so much brighter. She kept her gaze forward.

The crack of the bat spurred her to third. Vince Thorndale, a forty-something high school history teacher and coach, signaled her to keep moving. Her teammates backed him up, urging her on. She crossed home plate and slowed to a walk.

Jack grinned.

A little over halfway through the game, Adrianna showed up, looking as out of place at the baseball field as a tiger at a purebred dog show. No, not a tiger. That implied she was somehow frightening. The way she frowned disdainfully at the ground under her feet as she walked to the bleachers, picking her way over rocks and grass in spike heels, reminded Tara of the neighbor’s Persian cat when she got out of the apartment and the ground was wet. The sunny yellow full skirt and white shirt Tara was certain were pure silk fluttered in the breeze, elegant and chic. A wide belt cinched an unnaturally thin waist. Her blond hair was styled in an elegant twist with what Tara was sure was a diamond-encrusted clasp holding it in place.

Tara looked down at her own dirt-streaked, dusty clothes, tugged the ponytail sticking out of the hole in the back of her cap, and grimaced. No wonder Jack insisted on treating her like the pesky little tomboy she’d been as a child and teenager. She still acted and looked the part.

She gave herself a firm mental shake. You shouldn’t even entertain the notion of changing who you are for someone who wouldn’t appreciate it anyway. She could never compete with women like Adrianna.

Her mother’s loving words, spoken so often over the years to Tara and her sister Tammy, echoed through her mind. The right man will love you just as you are. She couldn’t help being envious of her parents’ relationship. Even after thirty-five years of marriage, they still made each other laugh, and Tara often caught those glances passing between them that said nothing yet said everything. Moments perfected by years of love and shared experiences.

The couple she now watched stood in sharp contrast.

Jack jogged over to greet Adrianna, but she kept him at a distance, eyeing the dirt on his clothes with scorn. Tara snorted. The woman must be stupid to reject his embrace. He kissed Adrianna lightly on the cheek and listened as she spoke. He nodded, then his gaze moved to Tara. He frowned, giving Adrianna his full attention once again. She scowled and looked ready to argue over something he’d said. What he added seemed to appease her, at least partially. She shot Tara a dirty look and turned away, picking her way back to the car with great care.

If only the woman would fall on her face or something equally ungraceful.

Tara grimaced at the spiteful thought. Sorry, Lord.

 



~~~



 

Jack shook his head when Adrianna first stepped from her car. When would she learn to dress appropriately for games? Probably never. He jogged to meet her. She wouldn’t step foot out of the house unless she could draw attention to herself. Regardless, he was pleased to see her. He smiled and reached for her as he neared.

“Hold it right there, buster.” An arched brow accompanied a disgusted frown. “You’re filthy, and this is silk.”

“It’s only dirt. It washes out.”

She held out a perfectly manicured hand to ward him off.

He relented with a sigh and kissed her proffered cheek while maintaining a safe distance for the benefit of her clothes.

“Mother asked me to invite you to the club for a late lunch at two o’clock.”

“Sure.” Jack nodded then thought better of it. His gaze found Tara standing alone in centerfield, watching Adrianna. He could see her repulsion even from that distance. “On second thought, I don’t think I’ll be able to make it. Not today.”

“Why not?” She scowled, surprised by his rejection.

“Tara and Kevin broke up last night.” His gaze flicked to centerfield. “I don’t want to abandon her today. She needs me.”

“I need you, too.” Her voice took on that spoiled whine she’d perfected through years of getting her own way. A sound Jack hated more than he could possibly express.

“Listen, Adrianna. This is important to me.” He tried to keep the patronizing, parental tone out of his voice but wasn’t sure he’d succeeded. He’d caught himself slipping into it more than he liked when she was around. He hated that, too. “I hope you understand. I need to be with her today.”

“Fine,” she snapped.

“I’ll make it up to you. I promise.” He gave her a parting kiss on a tense cheek and backed away. “Thanks for understanding.”

“I didn’t say I understood.” She cast Tara a venomous look then turned on her heel to leave. She didn’t wave as she sped out of the parking lot, kicking up gravel.

Jack returned to the game. Why couldn’t Adrianna at least try to be more understanding about what was important to him? She rarely asked what he wanted. Having met her family, he understood why. She was accustomed to having her way without argument. She didn’t care about the needs of other people. He shook his head. Was having someone to take to social events really worth the hassle? Sometimes she was a sweet, likable person. That was the woman he enjoyed spending time with. Other times….

Why can’t she be more like Tara?

 



~~~



 

Tara’s team lost by one run. She retrieved her tennis shoes from the dugout and dropped onto the grass under the shade of a tree to change out of her cleats. She took her time putting on the running shoes. The cleats discarded to one side, she laid back in the grass and let her body cool down. Summer had most definitely arrived in Arizona. If it got any hotter, she’d melt.

Just when she’d have dozed off, the tip of a shoe against her calf nudged her awake. She knew who it was without opening her eyes. “Go away, Jack.”

“Aren’t you going for pizza?”

“No. I gave Vince my share of the money.”

She opened her eyes, shielded them from sunlight piercing the tree branches, and looked up at him. The warm smile on his face nearly stopped her heart. She willed it to keep beating and not overreact to a perfectly innocent look. Sitting up, Tara drew her knees to her chest and looped her arms loosely around them. Jack knelt beside her, his gaze on her profile.

“So where did Adrianna go?”

“Lunch with her mother, I assume.” He shrugged, acting far too casual to her way of thinking.

“You weren’t invited?”

“Yes, but I told her I planned to spend the day with you.”

“No wonder she looked so unhappy. With me,” she added as an afterthought.

“She’ll get over it.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

He shrugged again. Tara had a feeling it was strictly for her benefit. What would he do to get back in Adrianna’s good graces? If she has any. The nasty thought slipped through before she could catch it. Displeased with the direction her thoughts had turned, she hopped up, grabbed her cleats and glove, and headed for the car.

“I’ll pick you up at your place in thirty minutes,” Jack called as he jogged in the other direction.

She turned on her heel. “That really isn’t necessary, you know. I’m a big girl.”

He merely pointed at his watch, climbed into his vehicle, and left.

She rolled her eyes and smiled. She’d have Jack all to herself for the day. A sunny day had just gotten so much brighter. She headed home, singing happily along with a song blaring on the radio.
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JACK tapped a staccato beat on Tara’s front door exactly thirty minutes after he’d left the ball field.



She pulled open the door, still braiding her hair, and turned her attention elsewhere as though looking for something. “Okay. So what are we supposed to do now?”

“Have fun.” With a grin, he leaned a shoulder against the doorjamb to watch her. She didn’t notice his scrutiny.

She hated her hair, both the color and its unruly tendencies. She always had. But it suited her. She also hated the line of freckles that crossed her nose and cheeks, but he liked those, too. Truth be told, he couldn’t think of anything he didn’t like about her. A picture of her as she’d looked the first time they met flashed through his mind. All she needed at the moment to complete the picture were holes in the knees of her jeans. He suppressed a chuckle.

“What’s funny?” Keys and wallet in hand, Tara stopped in the middle of the floor and gave him a puzzled look.

Caught. Jack shook his head, forcing down amusement. “Nothing. Not a thing.”

She looked skeptical but followed him out and bolted the door.

He pulled out of the parking lot into Saturday afternoon traffic, settled back in his seat, and glanced at her. “I haven’t been to the zoo in a while. How about you?”

“We’re going to the zoo?” Tara’s brow furrowed. “Isn’t that a little… well… juvenile?” The corner of her mouth twitched.

“We play ball on Saturdays, and you’re worried about the zoo being juvenile?”

“Adults play baseball.”

“Adults also go to the zoo.” Jack offered a knowing grin.

She shook her head and seemed to concede the victory to him. For the moment. The concession was undoubtedly temporary.

Adults and kids of all ages crowded the zoo. Children ran through the exhibits, their excited chatter filling the air. Birds chirped, squawked, and generally added to the less than musical mayhem. Monkeys raced each other through tree limbs or watched passersby with bored disinterest. Jack pointed out colorful birds in the trees overhead, but it was Tara who spotted the elusive anteater in his exhibit. She laughed at Jack’s monkey imitations and teased him about his unease around the elephants. Anything that big deserved lots of space without him in it.

Halfway through the exhibits and sharing cotton candy, Jack pointed to a bench near the large koi pond. “Why don’t we sit and rest for a bit?”

“Sure.” Tara shrugged and dropped onto the wood seat.

“So, you want to tell me what the fight was about?” He tried to sound nonchalant and shooed away a colorful mallard duck seeking food.

“Not really, but I suppose you won’t leave me alone until I do.” She gave a resigned sigh.

“Probably not even then.” He grinned then sobered. He chased the duck away again, as well as a couple of girlfriends the bird had brought with him. Good grief. Did he think Jack would change his mind and toss him food if he brought backup?

“It started about sex.” A blush crawled into her cheeks. Her gaze looked everywhere but at him.

Another thing he loved about that red hair of hers. It came with a tendency to blush that meant she couldn’t hide much.

“And ended with you.”

Jarred, Jack frowned, not sure how one subject connected to the other. He probably had to have been there to get that one. “Was he pressuring you?” He wouldn’t break Kevin’s nose. He’d wring his neck.

“Yes, and no.” Tara’s gaze dropped to the cotton candy in her hand. She plucked at it with the fingers of her other hand. “We could’ve worked through that easily enough. You were the clincher.” She looked up but didn’t quite meet his gaze.

“Me?”

She nodded and set her jaw mutinously. “He shouldn’t have made me choose.”

“Between me and him?”

She nodded slowly.

Shock rippled through Jack, and he hurt on her behalf. What had Kevin been thinking to put Tara in such a position? Didn’t he realize how wonderful she was? She most definitely didn’t deserve such unfair or unkind treatment.

A small child ran by, laughing, his frazzled mother hot on his heels. Tara smiled, momentarily distracted. Wistfulness in her expression tore through a hidden corner of his heart. Jack dismissed it by sheer force of will, pushing his mind back to the conversation at hand. Now wasn’t the time to let thoughts and emotions wander, particularly in such an unproductive direction.

“You picked me.” That fact pleased him, but he avoided analyzing why. Only trouble lurked down that road.

“No contest,” she muttered. Then she shot him a puzzled look. “What did you mean earlier when you said he wasn’t right for me?”

“You remember that, do you?” The corner of his mouth turned up. He considered his answer before responding. “I don’t know Kevin like you do, obviously, but I can’t say I’ve ever been fond of the guy. I’ve seen a selfish streak when he deals with people at church, and with you. He expected you to go along without a peep when he wanted to do something, but heaven forbid you want him to take part in anything you enjoy. I know he gave you a hard time about playing ball, which wasn’t fair. And, maybe it’s a closet legalist coming out in me, but I’ve always felt he was too casual about his life. His beliefs, too, apparently.” He glanced at her.

“It’s not quite that simple, Jack.”

Did Tara realize she was defending the man who had dumped her? She acted almost guilty, but he doubted she was the reason for the problems with Kevin.

“Granted, some of what you say is true, but there are things you don’t know. Things best left unsaid. Needless to say, Kevin wasn’t entirely at fault. A large part of the fault was mine.”

“I find that hard to believe.” He frowned. What had Kevin said to make her think the breakup was her fault? Unless she was entirely forthright, he had no way of knowing.

“Yeah, well, regardless of whether you believe it or not, it’s true, and that’s all I intend to say on the subject.” She avoided his gaze, shuffling her feet across the concrete to send the ducks running.

They fell silent for a few moments. The gentle splash of a small waterfall near a large wood waterwheel filled the quiet.

“I still think he was wrong for you.” He cast her a sideways glance and gently bumped her shoulder with his, relieved she didn’t seem angry. No. Just wounded, and that wasn’t necessarily any better.

“So what’s right for me, Jack?” She still didn’t look at him. “If you have any ideas, I’d love to hear them.”

A loaded request if ever he’d heard one. If only he had the guts to tell her what he really thought. And felt. “Someone who listens to you, for one. Who cares what you think. Supports and encourages you in your hobbies and interests, doesn’t put you down for them. A man who values your beliefs and shares them. Someone you can trust with your deepest, darkest secrets without worrying how he’ll react or who he’ll tell.”

“That’s a tall order. Let me know if you ever meet anyone who fits the bill.” She watched that duck brave the area around his feet again.

“Kevin’s an idiot,” Jack said with conviction a few moments later. “You deserve better.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” Without warning, she hopped to her feet, held out a hand to him, and smiled. “Come on. I want to see the polar bear and big cats.”

Dismissing other things he wanted to say, especially in light of her comment, he took her hand and let her lead him through the remaining exhibits. The solemn gravity of those moments melted away until they seemed all but forgotten. By Tara anyway. Jack certainly wouldn’t forget any of it anytime soon. If ever.

 



~~~



 

Tara made a pretense of studying the black leopard in its rock, fence, and glass habitat. Did Jack realize he still held her hand? Or that he was caressing the base of her thumb? Did he realize the man he’d described moments ago was him? No. Doubtful. He didn’t think of her that way. Never had. Never would.

She sighed.

She should pull her hand away. But no matter how much it stirred up yearnings she shouldn’t feed, she only had this moment in time. It could be all she’d get. Might as well enjoy it while it lasted.

 



~~~



 

“Did you find a movie?” Jack called from the front door of Tara’s apartment as he carried in the pizza. The grin on her face drew him up short. “Do I want to know?”

“Three Men and a Baby.” Tara followed him into her kitchen, crowding him and sniffing over his shoulder.

“Thank heavens.” He exhaled sharply. “I thought you picked a mushy movie.” He set the box on the counter.

“A chick flick, you mean.” Hands on her hips, she gave him a mock scowl. Turning, she made as if to return to the living room. “I could change my mind. Find something more interesting. It’s a woman’s prerogative, you know, to change her mind.”

“No.” He grabbed her shoulder before she got too far. He pushed a paper plate and napkin into her hands then turned her toward the pizza box. “The one you picked is fine. Perfectly fine, in fact.”

“Chicken.”

“And proud of it.” He handed her a bottle of soda from the refrigerator and grabbed one for himself.

Perched on the couch, they laughed as they ate, enjoying the misadventures of three well-meaning bachelors. When they finished dinner, they discarded the paper plates, napkins, and soda bottles on the coffee table. Jack leaned back and propped his feet up on a clear part of the table, stretching out to relax. Tara leaned back against him, her head resting in the curve of his shoulder.

The scene was so familiar. It seemed the most natural thing in the world for him to drape his arm around her. At some point, though, he became acutely aware of the smell of her hair. Peach. He inhaled the sweet scent, distracted from the movie. A familiar stirring rose. He wanted to run his fingers through her hair. Was it as soft as it looked? It wouldn’t take but one slight move of his hand to find out….

Knock it off! Jack gave himself a solid mental slap and forced his body to stay relaxed. If she sensed tension, she’d look at him to find out what was wrong. And ten-to-one, his thoughts were clearly written all over his face.

This is Tara. You shouldn’t think of her that way. What would she say if she could read your mind? What’s with you? You should’ve learned to control this by now. You’ve had plenty of practice. You’re not trying hard enough. She’s like a sister, for Pete’s sake.

Oh, Lord, help me. I know you’ve heard this from me countless times, but I’m getting desperate down here. I don’t want to mess up the best relationship I’ve ever had with someone other than You. If Tara realizes I have anything but brotherly feelings for her, it could ruin everything. Help me be strong. Help me protect us both.

The movie finally ended and the subject of his thoughts pushed away from the couch, and him, to rewind the video. Free to breathe again, he dropped his feet to the floor.

Tara perched on the arm of the recliner across the room to wait for the VCR to rewind, her gaze thoughtful. He waited, wondering what was on her mind. The answer wasn’t long in coming.

“Can I ask you a personal question?”

“Of course.” Since when did Tara ask permission? With only one exception on his side of the relationship, they’d always been open books to each other.

“Why do you like Adrianna?”

“That’s an odd question.” He gave a surprised laugh.

“Not really.” She frowned. “Well, maybe it is. What I mean is why do you go out with her? Surely there’s something you like about her that makes you want to see her.”

“She’s fun to be with.”

Her look turned dubious.

He raised a hand and laughed. “I know that seems strange, but you’ve only seen her when she’s displeased with me. She really can be a lot of fun.”

Doubt remained firmly in place.

“Why do you ask?”

“No particular reason. I just wondered.” Tara shrugged and ejected the videotape from the VCR, returning it to its case. She gathered up the remnants of dinner to carry to the kitchen and deposited them in the trash. She made sure the pizza box was closed and slipped it into the refrigerator.

She’d asked about him and Adrianna for no reason? Please. Like he hadn’t known her long enough to see through such a transparent lie. “I’m not buying it.” He leaned against the kitchen counter. “What’s the real reason you asked?”

“Look, I shouldn’t have asked. It’s not my place.” She wiped the counter with a damp dishcloth. “You’re a grown man. You can make these decisions without my butting in. It’s none of my business.”

“Just say what’s on your mind.” Jack stopped her with a hand on her arm when Tara tried to walk past him. Her gaze connected with his. “As my friend, you have every right to an opinion, especially if something bothers you.”

She leaned against the counter beside him and seemed to consider that. “I was thinking about what you said about Kevin, and it seems to me he’s not the only selfish person we know. I’ve seen the way Adrianna treats you, and I don’t like it. You deserve better.” She stepped past him to wipe down the coffee table.

“So….” He crossed his arms loosely over his chest. “What you’re really saying is I need to take my own advice.”

“In a nutshell.”

Silence stretched between them, but neither seemed inclined to break it.

Tara returned to the kitchen, dropped the dishrag into the sink, and pulled out makings for popcorn.

Jack remained at the counter. Yeah, so she was right about Adrianna, but what could he do about it? Options were remarkably limited. In a way she couldn’t even begin to comprehend.

She plopped a large pot on the stove, startling him from his thoughts.

“So what are we watching next?” He headed for the living room.

 



~~~



 

“You pick. With one exception. Nothing to do with weddings.”

“Which reminds me,” Jack called from the other room. “How are the wedding plans coming?”

“Slowly. Very slowly.”

Pops echoed through the small kitchen. She turned the heat on the stove down. Who will I attend the wedding with now that Kevin is out of the picture? The reality of going to a wedding alone was too depressing and humiliating. Jack would probably take Adrianna. She grimaced. She’d already been living in dread of the whole ordeal. That thought only made it worse.

“Isn’t the wedding only six weeks away?” Jack said from right behind her.

She jumped, nearly dropping the pot onto the floor.

He reached out to steady her. “Sorry.”

“No problem.” She tried not to grimace at her overly cheerful tone, stepped away, and ignored the skip in her heartbeat at his strong, warm hands on her arms. She switched off the stove, dumped the popped corn into a large bowl, and added melted butter and salt. What were they talking about? She drew a blank. Oh, yeah. “Tammy still hasn’t chosen colors as far as I know.”

“Does she still want you for her maid of honor?” He pulled two bottles of soda from the fridge and followed her back to the living room.

“Yes.” She groaned and flopped onto the couch. “If she wasn’t my sister, I’d turn her down flat.”

“Dress, too, huh?” His gaze held concern.

“If she has her way.”

“Maybe you should explain things,” he suggested, his tone entirely too casual. “I’m sure Tammy would understand.”

“No.” She frowned. “And let’s not go into that again. There’s no need to rehash the past. I’ll figure something out.”

“How long do you intend to carry that secret around, Tara?”

“Forever, if I have my way. No good can be served by digging it up.” She glared at him. He looked ready to argue, but she wasn’t about to get into that particular topic for at least the thousandth time. “Start the movie.”
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Sunday, June 8, 2003


 


TARA missed Sunday school and arrived late for worship service. The melody of a familiar song drifted through the air. She slipped into the open seat beside her sister, trying to draw as little attention as possible to herself. Not an easy feat given the fact her family sat in the third pew from the front. Would it hurt them to move around from time to time? Maybe sit in the back for a change?



Tammy cast her an amused glance she chose to ignore. She sang along without reaching for a hymnal, her heart swelling as she allowed the words to wrap around her. Peace settled over her, but the music ended too soon for it to last.

“You’re late,” Tammy whispered as they took their seats.

Yeah, tell me something I don’t know. “I overslept.” Tara glanced down the row. Tammy’s fiancé, Jerry, sat on the other side of her, with Tara’s parents, Ray and Emily Whitman, beyond him. Her brother, Greg, was missing. Working most likely. Shift work as a police officer often kept him out of church.

While Pastor Samuel went through announcements, Tara’s gaze scanned the congregation. She frowned. Jack’s mother, Jasmine, occupied her customary seat across the aisle and forward of where Tara sat with her family, but the seat beside her was vacant. Where’s Jack? He rarely missed church. She hoped he wasn’t sick.

Disappointed and concerned, Tara tried to concentrate on the pastor’s request for volunteers. Church workday approached again, scheduled for the following Saturday afternoon. He asked that anyone who could help out please let him know after the service. She’d better talk to him. She could use the distraction, and the church could use the help.



 


~~~


 



“You chose her over me.” Adrianna crossed her arms over her chest and stuck her nose in the air, refusing to look at him.

“Tara needed me yesterday. I explained that.” Multiple times. Jack bit back a sigh. A possible future with this woman flashed through his mind. One in which he spent most of his time either groveling for forgiveness for various offenses, either real or imagined, or playing the role of stern father to his wife. He cringed. If that’s what the future holds, Lord, kill me now.

“I’m supposed to come first in your life.” She finally looked at him, and he wished she hadn’t. Her glare was nothing short of scathing and left him feeling an inch tall even though he’d done nothing wrong.

“I was thinking about what you said about Kevin, and it seems to me he’s not the only selfish person we know. I’ve seen the way Adrianna treats you, and I don’t like it.” Tara’s words of the day before echoed through his mind. If she could see them now, she’d dislike Adrianna even more. He was sure of it.

“Look, Adrianna, I’ve explained what happened and why Tara needed me. Ad nauseam. If that’s not good enough and you have so little regard for the things that matter to me, then there’s nowhere for this relationship to go.” He raised his hands in surrender. “I better go.” He got up from the chair and headed for the door of the country club. He glanced at his watch. He’d already missed church, but if he hurried, he could make lunch with his mother.

“Jack, wait.”

He skidded to a halt, took a deep breath, and turned to face her. She wove her way through the tables to reach him, an alluring smile curving her mouth.

“I’m sorry, Jack. You’re right. I shouldn’t be so selfish.” She slipped her arms around his waist and hugged him. “I missed you yesterday is all. Spending the entire afternoon alone with my mother was torture of the worst caliber. You know how she is.” Big blue eyes peered up at him.

Yeah, he did. If Adrianna was spoiled, her mother was doubly so, and even more demanding. Maybe if he was patient, and more understanding, Adrianna would learn to be less selfish and needy. He sighed, softened. “You could’ve cancelled and made other plans, you know. You should’ve gone out with friends.”

“I wanted to spend time with you.” Her lower lip stuck out in a pout that may have been cute at one point in her life but now only succeeded in getting on his nerves.

He had to be out of his mind. He should end the relationship before their emotions got tangled into the mix, walk away, and never look back. He didn’t love Adrianna, and she most certainly didn’t love him. Yeah, she was fun to be with sometimes, but….

How did he keep getting himself into these bizarre relationships?

Still, she was a good distraction and seemed to enjoy their time together. Most of the time. When she wasn’t annoyed with him anyway.

If he steered clear of Tara for a few days and focused his attention on Adrianna, the pretty blonde would forget her ire. After he’d come so dangerously close to crossing boundaries with Tara the day before, maybe he needed to put some distance between them for a few days. For both of their sakes.

Keep me busy, Lord.



 


~~~


 


Sunday, July 6, 2003


 



The next month passed with no word from Jack. He had missed church every Sunday, and he hadn’t shown up for workday. He’d also never appeared for the last two baseball games. Tara tried to pretend she didn’t miss him, but the pretense wasn’t working very well.

She had been sure Adrianna had something to do with it until his mother had told Tara’s mother that Jack had gone out of town for a couple of weeks for work. She was relieved to hear it but also disappointed that Jack hadn’t told her about it himself.

She puttered around the apartment after church. Tammy’s and Jerry’s wedding was only two weeks away. Tara and Tammy still hadn’t faced off about the whole dress issue, and time was short. And growing shorter by the moment.

Jack was absent from her life. Again. Work or no work, Adrianna had to be responsible for that. The hoops he jumped through to please that woman, all the women he dated—

She stopped her thoughts before they could go further, knowing it would only make her angry and more depressed.

Lord, why can’t I let this go? I’m so tired of fighting what feels like a losing battle. One of these days, I’m going to say the wrong thing and Jack will find out the truth. Then it’ll all be over. I miss him so much, and I hate the way I feel about these women he dates. Please set me free from this burden. I can’t keep carrying it. I know I’ve asked this before. Probably too often to count. I want these feelings gone so I can get on with my life. Preferably before I ruin everything with Jack.

“Be still and know that I am God.”

Tara paused in her prayers, surprised by the words from the Psalms flowing through her mind. Lord, I don’t understand. What do You mean? Why won’t You just lift this burden from me?

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways My ways. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways, and My thoughts than your thoughts.”

Tara puzzled over the Lord’s words to Isaiah and finally gave up understanding God’s meaning. All right, Lord. I guess I just have to trust You in this. Help me be faithful to Your will. Even if it hurts.

 



~~~


 



Jack’s cellphone vibrated in his shirt pocket. He cringed, his hands stilling on the keyboard before him. He’d been back and forth to Colorado twice in the last month dealing with network crashes. Adrianna had called almost daily, usually with the same thing to say. To appease her, he’d spent the bulk of the only weekend he’d been home through most of June and into July with her when he’d wanted nothing so much as sleep. The sacrifice had only been partially successful.

With a sigh, he retrieved the phone and flipped it open without looking at the screen. “Hi, Adrianna.”

“When are you coming home?”

“I’m not sure. I’ll give you a call when I get home.” Then Jack mostly tuned her out while she complained about him being gone so much. He said nothing further until she grew quiet. “It’s beyond my control. It’s my job.”

She sighed. “I know. I just wish you’d find a different job so you didn’t have to travel so often.”

Nice to know she missed him at least.

“I get so bored when you’re gone.”

So much for that. It wasn’t really him she missed. She was annoyed about not having someone to keep her entertained.

And she was probably pouting again.

“Listen, Adrianna, I’ve had very long days. I’m exhausted, so I have to finish up here and return to the hotel.”

“Okay.” She sighed dramatically and hung up without another word.

Jack dropped the phone back into his pocket and sighed. He could use about a week’s sleep, but he had a job to finish so he could fly home.



 


~~~


 


Wednesday, July 9, 2003


 



Tammy sought out Tara in the kitchen after dinner at their parent’s house before Bible study. Tara braced for the coming battle. Lord, can’t I just get out of this whole wedding mess? Please?

Her sister picked up a towel and dried dishes Tara had already washed, rinsed, and put in the drainer. “Tara, I’m so sorry. I realized today that I never got with you about what you’ll wear for the wedding. I’m such an airhead these days, I can hardly remember to eat much less do things I need to do. The wedding is days away, and there’s still so much to do!”

Tara couldn’t help a faint smile of indulgence at Tammy’s flare for the dramatic. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Tammy flip long blond hair away from her face and found it difficult to keep a lifetime of envy at bay.

Tammy was the long-legged, thin, model-like blonde guys seemed to fall all over themselves to please, doing whatever it took to make her smile and keep her happy. Just like Jack. Depression weighed her down, adding extra burden to the current discussion.

“I figured you’d get to me sooner or later.” She tried to sound carefree and plunged her hands into the soapy water to scrub another dinner plate.

“I’m really sorry.” Tammy sounded genuinely contrite as she put dishes away. “I just clean forgot. Then I saw Eric today after his final tux fitting. He’s Jerry’s brother, you know, and the best man. Well, he told me he and the groomsmen are taken care of and asked if the bridesmaids and you were all squared away. That’s when it hit me like a bolt out of the blue. I completely spaced getting with you!” Her words tumbled out rapidly, almost falling over one another.

Tara smiled and kept washing dishes. Some things never changed. The more nervous her sister was, the faster she talked.

Then Tammy leaned a hip against the counter. “We need to get your dress ASAP. You may need fittings, and we don’t want to be doing that like the day before the wedding or something.”

Tara glanced at her sister, whose gaze was sharp, belying her casual tone. She expected a fight.

“I told you months ago, no dress. If you insist your maid of honor wear a dress, pick one of your friends. I won’t be upset or offended. Trust me.”

“Mom would never let me hear the end of it! Besides, I want you to do it.” Tammy pouted and crossed her arms over her chest, dishes forgotten.

Tara kept scrubbing. Was it possible to scrub the pattern off of ceramic plates? Well, she was about to find out if she kept scrubbing that plate like that.

“Don’t you want me to have a beautiful wedding?”

Oh, great, guilt. Just go for the kill, why don’t you, Tammy. Tara scowled into the dishwater. “What do you think I’m gonna do? Show up in jeans and a T-shirt, or my baseball uniform, dirt and all? Don’t you think I know how special this occasion is? I want everything to be perfect for you.”

“If you really feel that way, why are you being so… so… ridiculous about this?”

Tara’s hackles rose higher. “Just because you don’t understand something doesn’t make it ridiculous!” She bit her tongue. Regret took hold at the wounded look marring her sister’s lovely face, but she would not budge on this issue. No way. No how. “Look, I either wear what I’m comfortable in, or you find another maid of honor. Those are your choices. Period.”

Only running water and the faint clatter of dishes as they moved from sink to drainer broke the silence for several moments. Tara gritted her teeth. If she showed even the faintest weakness, her sister would push the advantage.

“Eric is wearing a white tux with an emerald green tie and cummerbund,” Tammy finally ventured softly.

Tara glanced up from the dishes and saw hurt resignation in her sister’s bright blue eyes. She dropped her gaze back to the dishes, a knot forming in her throat.

“I’ll see if I can get one of them from him, so you can find something to match. The bride’s maids and groomsmen are wearing a beautiful yellow, as you know, but I decided to do a different color for you and Eric so you can stand out in your own right.”

“I’d appreciate that. I want to make sure I find something nice that matches your color scheme.” She offered a tight smile in lieu of an apology.

“That green will make your eyes look beautiful.” Tammy hugged her with a huge smile that still didn’t quite reach her eyes and left the kitchen.

Tara turned back to the dishes, feeling like a complete heel. Why hadn’t she told Tammy the truth and gotten it over with? Surely Tammy would understand. But then, Tara didn’t need to wear a dress for things to be perfect. Shoot, even some brides wore pants to weddings these days.

Somehow the reassurance felt empty. She sighed and finished the dishes so her mother wasn’t left with a mess. When she left her parents’ house, she turned toward home instead of the church, no longer in the mood for Bible study. She couldn’t face people tonight. Put on a brave face. Deal with the questions triggered by her not-so-brave face. A needle of conviction jabbed deep, but she ignored it.

Tara moped around at home. What should she do now? She turned on the TV but quickly lost interest and shut it off. Maybe call Jack. Just hearing his voice might lift her spirits, as it so often did. But he would ask what was wrong, would guess there was a problem just the sound of her voice. No. No need to renew an argument with him about the dress issue.

She finally changed into a nightshirt and crawled into bed. Sleep eluded her.

Where would she find a comfortable outfit that was elegant enough to suit Tammy’s view of the perfect wedding? Not the foggiest idea.

Lord, help me here. I don’t know where to find the right outfit, and I really need to get some sleep tonight! I have to work in the morning. So what do I do?

Jack.

One word, short and sweet, and not what Tara wanted to hear. She stared at the phone on the bedside table. Should she call or not?

After seconds of silent debate, she picked it up and dialed Jack’s home number, unwilling to call his cellphone in case he was out with Adrianna. The last thing she needed was to incur further wrath from that spoiled woman, especially since she had to face the pretty blonde at the end of next week.

The phone rang and rang on the other end. Finally, the answering machine picked up. Hang up? No. God probably wouldn’t let her off that easy. So she listened to Jack’s pleasant baritone on the recording and waited for the beep.

“It’s me.” Unexpected tears clogged her throat. She swallowed to choke it back. “Tammy agreed to let me wear what I want for the wedding. I have exactly zero idea what that is. I guess it’s not that important really, in the grand scheme of things. She’s probably right. This whole thing is ridiculous.”

She grimaced. Did she sound as whiny as it seemed at her end? He’d know the moment he heard the message that she was fighting tears. “I’m sorry I bothered you. Just hit delete on this message and forget I called, okay?”

Tara waited for a few moments, almost expecting him to pick up the phone, then hung up. Too bad she couldn’t delete the message herself. She pulled the covers over her head. How humiliating. At least it had been Jack she’d called and not someone else. Jack wouldn’t hold it against her.



 


~~~


 



Jack dragged through the front door of his condominium. He locked the front door, tossed the keys on the table in the foyer, and emptied his pants pockets. At the last second, he remembered the cellphone in his shirt pocket and tossed it on the table. He wouldn’t take calls until he got some sleep.

Remember this last month the next time you feel tempted to ask the Lord to keep you busy. He takes you at your word.

As he crossed the living room to go to the kitchen, the phone by the couch rang. He stilled and watched it. Probably Adrianna. Answer. Or not answer. His stomach clenched. No. Not tonight.

He turned off the volume on the answering machine as his personal message kicked on. He would call her back the next day, or maybe the one after that. He had to get some sleep.
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