
  
    [image: Champagne and Lemon Drops]
  


  
    
      CHAMPAGNE AND LEMON DROPS

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      A BLUEBERRY SPRINGS SWEET ROMANCE

    

    
      
        JEAN ORAM

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAMPAGNE AND LEMON DROPS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Blueberry Springs Sweet Romance

        By Jean Oram

      

        

      
        © 2013 Jean Oram

        ISBN: 978-0-9918602-0-3, 978-0-9918602-1-0

        Edition 5

      

      

      

      Thank you for downloading this ebook. This book is the copyrighted property of the author, and it cannot be reproduced, modified, copied and/or distributed by any means for commercial or non-commercial purposes whether the work is attributed or not, unless written permission has been granted by the author, with the exception of brief quotations for use in a review of this work. If you enjoyed this book, please encourage your friends to download their own copy from their favorite online vendor where they can also discover other works by this author as this ebook is not intended for resale. Thank you for your support. Keep reading!

      

      All characters and events appearing in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to real people, alive or dead, as well as any resemblance to events is coincidental and, truly, a little bit cool.

      0822

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FROM THE BACK COVER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Listen along! This book is also available in audio.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      One woman. Two men. One meddling small town.

      Raised by her older sister in the small town of Blueberry Springs, all Beth Wilkinson wants is to create a family so big she'll never be alone. Things are going great until her accountant fiancé, Oz, experiences a family trauma, forcing him to rethink everything from his own career to their nuptial plans--leaving Beth alone.

      As Beth works to rediscover her former bold and independent self in hopes of reattracting Oz, she catches the eye of the charming new city doctor, Nash. Not only does he see her as she'd like to be seen, but he knows exactly what he wants from life--and that includes Beth.

      Torn between the two men, as well as two versions of herself, Beth discovers that love and dreams are much more complicated than they seem.

    

  


  
    
      To my family. Your support and encouragement and understanding has always been awesome. Thank you.

      

      To my critique partners who went above and beyond, never stopped believing, shared so many encouraging notes, and never told me I was crazy. At least, not out loud.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
PART I


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            THE NOT TOO DISTANT FUTURE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (April)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Beth Wilkinson worked to pull in a deep breath against her gown's sleek fit. If she could breathe properly, everything would feel exactly the way she had always dreamed it would. She would know, without a grain of a doubt, that today was more than just a reaction to the events over the past thirteen months. That this moment was her true destiny.

      That this wasn’t just a knee-jerk reaction. That she was marrying the right man. Because when life handed you an opportunity you didn't turn your back or drag your feet. You made a choice and you leapt.

      Did Cinderella hesitate? Heck no. That girl took the leap with both feet.

      And right now, Beth was leaping. No parachute required. Both feet in.

      Well … almost.

      Her sister, Cynthia, adjusted the veil around Beth's shoulders. She closed her eyes as she inhaled her sister's familiar, reassuring perfume. "Here goes nothing, right?"

      Cynthia shook her head with a smile. "You know, it's funny, I thought Gran and I would be giving you away to--"

      "I know." Don't say his name.

      Cynthia added quickly, "I just didn't expect it."

      "And I didn't expect Dad to be stuck overseas and unable to give me away."

      "Sure you didn’t.” Cynthia shot her a wry look. "He couldn't make my wedding, why should he make it to yours?"

      “Because he always liked me best." She stuck out her tongue, then clasped her trembling hands, trying to force all thoughts from her mind. Cynthia was stirring up unwanted thoughts and worries. Bad sister. Beth concentrated on happy images of walking down the aisle. She and her hubby-to-be would say their vows and live happily ever after in a nice home and have a family so big she'd be surrounded by people--her people--just like she'd always wanted.

      Cynthia fussed with the veil and Beth batted her away. She ignored her older sister’s raised eyebrow which meant she was trying to read Beth's mind--the woman always had to know everything. Beth flashed her a convincing smile and Cynthia relaxed, tossing her head in a way that tousled her wavy hair leaving it sexy and perfect and making Beth think of champagne and movie stars and an easier life. Beth patted her slick chignon and glanced in the mirror. Maybe she should have left her hair down.

      "You look fine, quit worrying," Cynthia laughed.

      Shouts erupted outside and Beth turned to the window, her sister leaning over her shoulder. "What's going on?"

      Beth gave the foggy window a swipe with her hand. "I can't see anything." She plunked down in the church's window seat, her dress puffing up around her like a sea of whipped cream. Below, a flash of crows bobbed on the walkway. No, tuxedos. Raised voices filtered through the snow-laden trees.

      Beth stood again pressing her nose against the cold glass. She gasped.

      This could not be happening.

      Stupid pigheaded, testosterone-driven men!

      "What?" Her sister crowded against the glass. "What?"

      Beth gathered the folds of her skirt and shouldered past her sister.

      "You can't go! It's bad luck if he sees you.”

      "Oh, I'll show those men some bad luck," Beth muttered, wrenching open the heavy door. She took the stairs as fast as she could, restricted by her heels and fluttering tulle. She reached the front doors of the church in time to witness her fiancés--past and present--position themselves to duke it out.

      One fit form ducked, dodging a punch from the other. Shoes lost traction on the icy steps and a body twisted and arched through the air. A man's mouth stretched into a perfect, comical O. In slow motion he landed head first, his body grinding into the walkway like a broken bird falling from the sky.

      A scream broke the silence. Hers. She screamed, unable to stop, the terror of the scene freezing her in place before adrenalin kicked in, propelling her through the gathering crowd and toward the unconscious heap--the man she loved. Gingerly she touched the fallen man's face as the other man she loved was herded back by a dark wall of groomsmen.

      She looked at her blood-covered fingers. This was going to change things. She could feel it. Her nuptial bad luck had caught up with her.

      There wasn't enough oxygen. The world spun rapidly to the right and she couldn't breathe. A blurred vision of dress hems and shiny black shoes was the last thing she saw before collapsing on top of the wounded man.
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      Beth dropped her purse and work ID at the door and, not smelling any hints of soup being heated in the kitchen by her fiancé Oz Reiter, entered the trailer's cozy living room. Seeing him slumped on their worn velvet couch, she plunked down beside him, her stomach grumbling for its lunch. She leaned against his arm, but instead of wrapping it around her like he usually did, his posture stiffened.

      "What?" she asked. She surreptitiously sniffed her armpits. Nope. Fine.

      Oz shifted from side to side, his broad shoulders leaning into her as he echoed the movements of the football player on TV. When they were teens, his size and strength intimidated her before she saw him using it to gently retrieve Mrs. Everett's kitten from the oak on Main. Watching the sixteen-year-old hand the fluffball back to its owner with a sweetness she hadn't seen in other boys, her heart had grown warm, and she'd vowed to find a way to catch his attention as something more than just his kid sister's best friend. She wanted those beefy arms wrapped tight around her. While she figured out how to go about doing that, Mandy Mattson had swooped in with her long mane of glossy blond hair, lithe body, and a knowledge of all things mechanical that Beth had absolutely no interest in matching. When Oz, smitten with Mandy and her seemingly bold sexuality as well as her divine homemade brownies, took the rival to the end of year dance Beth had bowed out gracefully--before Oz had even noticed her shy attempts. For almost eight years Beth had ignored her persistent crush and dated others, disappointed as each of them failed to compare to the man she saw in Oz.

      Fresh out of college two and a half years ago, Beth returned home to take the recreational therapist position at the town's hospital which served the surrounding semi-isolated mountain and foothill areas. She'd thought she was over her childhood crush until a freshly single Oz came in to visit his elderly aunt in the continuing care wing--which was simply an old folks home tacked onto the hospital for those requiring medical monitoring and attention. When Beth began the physical therapy dance session for her patients he was still in the common room, patiently watching his aunt flip through an old photo album. Always in need of more male partners, he'd obliged her request with a broad smile and stepped in to dance with his aunt as well as a few other ladies. Watching him move smoothly around the room, smiling and laughing with her beloved patients, she'd fallen harder than a four hundred pound gorilla trying to ice skate. She invited him for coffee and pie in the cafeteria afterwards as a thank you and he'd never missed a dance session since.

      Well, until two months ago when his father suffered a heart attack, forcing Oz to spend insane hours in the shared accounting business in order to keep it afloat. But beyond the busyness, something was up. She couldn't see it, smell it, or put her finger on it, but it was there like a flash in her periphery. It felt like a breakup. Which was silly. Completely silly. They were planning their upcoming wedding and even saving for a bigger home.

      But she still couldn't shake the feeling.

      It was as though something she couldn't see had shifted. Lately Oz had been concerned about her following her dreams even though she told him she was following them. Her future was mapped out. She loved her job. But Oz kept telling her there was more to her life. To their life.

      She pulled her Dream Home scrapbook off the coffee table and set it on her lap as reassurance. She flipped to the photo of a wrap-around veranda with a double swing where they could sit and talk about their day. She needed a picture of a white picket fence to keep the future family dog in the yard and maybe one of a golden lab as well. Oz had sketched a floor plan that included enough bedrooms for a couple of kids as well as a guest and she studied his tight writing, smiling at the walk-in closet where she could store her wardrobe without taking over Oz's side. Two and a half months ago, Oz had given her the latest clippings that she'd added to the yard section: a hot tub and a gazebo. And that was the last time he expressed an interest.

      Beth sorted through the loose clippings of 'undecided add-ons’ in the back of the book. "What do you think? Oak or maple cabinets? And apple trees or lilacs in the front? Or both?"

      Oz shrugged as Beth shifted to face him. There was more beyond him feeling overwhelmed with taking care of the family business. More than his father's heart attack and the fact that the air between father and son was strung so tight with live wires that she worried one of them would trip and cause an explosion.

      "We lost another client yesterday," Oz said, not looking away from the TV.

      Beth froze. "A big one?"

      "Moved their business over to Ed’s.”

      Beth held her breath. Lately it seemed as though the town was favoring the new accounting firm in town rather than the staid and true offices of Reiter & Son. Which was downright unneighborly of them.

      "How did your dad handle it?" she asked. Despite Dr. Nesbit telling Harvey Reiter to take it easy, he wasn't the kind of man to step aside and let Oz do things his way or within his own timeframe. He was constantly telling his son how to run the place via emails, phone calls, and even going as far as sending Oz's mother, Angelica, to check up on the place and deliver instructions.

      Oz fished around in the pocket of his worn dress pants and handed Beth a set of keys.

      She frowned at the gift. "Aren't these your father's work keys?" She met Oz's brown eyes momentarily before he sank further into the couch, his gaze back on the screen in front of him. "Did you lock him out so you could get work done?" She smiled at the thought of Oz finally taking a stand against his father.

      After a long pause, Oz replied, "He resigned."

      "What? How? He owns half the business." Beth stared at the warm keys weighing heavy in her hand.

      Oz shrugged, his expression darkening.

      Beth leaned into the couch, watching Oz's favorite team get tackled two yards from a touchdown. Was Harvey for real, or was this one of his games to make Oz do as he wanted? And if he was actually resigning, what would cause him to leave the business he'd built up over the past twenty-five years? Surely it couldn't be the heart attack. He was supposed to be coming back to work in two weeks. He wouldn't just give it all up. There had to be something she wasn't aware of. Something big.

      "Life's too short." Oz sighed heavily and wiped his face with a rough hand.

      "Yeah, I know." Her thoughts immediately jumped to her late mother as they always did whenever anyone used the expression. Her mom, Wendy, used to pop a lemon drop candy in Beth's mouth, any time of day, and chirp: Life's too short to wait for the right moment. Get it while you can.

      By the time her mother passed away, Beth’s father had been long gone for eleven years and wasn't too keen to step into the unfamiliar daddy role, protesting that his work took him all around the world in a perpetual quest for new oil. Their gran had taken in the two sisters, moving them all into the big apartment over the corner store whose owner supplied the girls with free day-old donuts and Beth with an extra ten pounds she never seemed able to lose. She reached over and snagged a lemon drop out of the bowl she kept on the coffee table and waited for Oz to explain why he thought life was too short. She'd learned over the past eight weeks that if she probed him too much he'd act like a clam being chased with shuckers and a pot of boiling water.

      Oz stared at the photo of the house Beth had glued to the cover of her scrapbook and sighed. "He delivered full ownership papers this morning."

      Beth grinned and perched on her knees, facing him as she hugged the scrapbook. "You mean you own all of it? Oh my God, we should celebrate! Think of all the things we can do with the business as full owners. All those ideas you've had over the years. You'll make more money and we'll be able to have kids right away. This is so great! We can do it all, Oz." Her smile faded as Oz's expression remained grim. "What? What's wrong?"

      His jaw clenched and he drew in a long, controlled breath, giving his head a brisk shake. "Nothing."

      "Oz, what? He just gave you this amazing business that you rock at, but you look like he gave you an embalming business and told you to go at it." She softened her tone. "You finally have him out of your hair."

      Oz snorted.

      "We're Team Wilkineiter, remember?" She laughed, trying to lighten the mood with their bowling league nickname, which combined their last names Wilkinson and Reiter. Wilkineiter (verb): to meet and conquer. "Tell me what's going on in that handsome head of yours so we can conquer whatever it is." Oz leapt off the couch like an uncoiled spring when she touched a lock of his hair.

      "You wouldn't understand. Your father doesn't expect anything of you. None of the postcards he sends come with strings attached. You still get to live your life however you want."

      She squelched the sting of anger that swirled at the mention of her father and his abandonment. "So do you."

      "It's hard to disappoint someone who doesn't care and is never around."

      Beth sucked in a sharp breath and carefully set her scrapbook aside. She headed to the kitchen, ignoring his apology. She ate last night's leftovers straight from the container before hurrying back to the living room. Leaning over Oz, she gave him a light peck on the lips.

      "Better hustle or you're going to be late for work.” She wondered if that was a silly thing to say to a business owner.

      His dark eyes studied her. "What would you say if I told you I wanted to trade it all in?"

      She eased onto the couch beside him, knowing she'd be late for her afternoon shift. "Trade what in?"

      He glanced around the trailer. "Everything. Move. Start fresh with everything. Hold off on getting married. Go explore. Find new jobs. Live off of nothing?"

      Start fresh with everything? "Hold off getting married?" Her pulse picked up as fear surged through her.

      "Yeah." He caressed her hand, a hopeful look in his eye. "There's no rush."

      She pulled her hand back and lined her scrapbook with the coffee table's edge as Oz stood to pace. She swallowed a lump of dread. “Everything?"

      She had a cousin who waited to have kids and now, not even thirty years old, was looking at in vitro. What if it was a genetic flaw? What if she waited and missed her chance?

      Oz turned to her, taking a bold step forward, blurting, "I need to change. I need to break out. I need to ..." He pulled his shoulders up, hands bunched at his chest as if he was about to break into song, but couldn't remember the words. "I need to move, and I'm ... I'm trapped."

      "Move away from Blueberry Springs, and trapped by what?" What the heck was he talking about? Oz loved their nosey little town, nestled in the middle of nowhere, protected by a semi-circle of mountains and rolling meadows. How could he feel trapped when this was where his family was, his new business, and where they planned to raise their kids?

      Oh no. Her stomach lurched as the word trapped circled in her head. It was her. Somehow, despite their mutual talk about their future, she'd made him feel this way. Wedding plans, starting a family, building a home. She'd blindly moved ahead not realizing he wasn't in step with her. How had she missed it? It was the one thing she'd promised she would never do to a man. She'd seen the way her dad ran from their family and the way Oz ran from Mandy when she'd faked a pregnancy to keep him from leaving. And somehow Beth had gone and trapped him.

      Crap, crap, crap on a stick. She was everything she'd ever dreamed of not becoming.

      But how? He said he wanted the same future.

      "Maybe not trapped," Oz said. "More like blocked. Like when you can't move where you want to in chess and you have to wait for the other player to move so you can. Except I'm tired of waiting."

      "Trapped and blocked are the same thing." She closed her eyes. Tired of waiting. Waiting for what?

      Was she blocking him?

      Beth twisted her ring around her finger. Blocked or trapped--neither were words a woman wanted to hear from her fiancé.

      "What if I wanted to change my life? What if ..."

      Alarm zinged through Beth like lightning. "Yes, of course." Anything to make sure he didn't feel trapped or blocked. Those words equaled losing, and she couldn't lose Oz. She just couldn't. "Let's make some changes." She stood up as though there was something she could do right now such as rearrange the living room.

      Oz paced the small room, making the floor creak. "What if this isn't our life? Our true life?" He stopped and turned to face her. "What if we want different things, Beth?"

      Wait a second. This wasn't a change she wanted to make. "I don't understand." Her breathing hitched up in her throat as she waited for him to reply.

      "You have dreams. I have dreams ... somewhere. I don't know who I am."

      "I'm following my dreams," she replied carefully. "And you're an accountant. You own a whole business now."

      "A business I never wanted."

      Beth’s head tightened and she perched on the edge of the couch, eyes closed, trying to slow her thoughts. She needed to start at the beginning and work her way forward. "You don't like accounting?"

      He gave a coarse laugh and shook his head. "I hate it. It's my dad's passion and now he's saddled me with it because he thinks I need to grow up."

      Her shoulders relaxed. His dad had him feeling trapped, not her. But he hated his career? When did that happen?

      Oz continued, "He's trying to trap me into a stable life--a life he thinks I should have. Not the life I want."

      Beth tried to hold herself together. Stable life. Defined by career, marriage, and kids. Her stomach took a nasty swoop.

      "I thought you wanted marriage and kids?" she asked, her voice unable to rise above a whisper. They'd had piles of conversations about having kids and how much he wanted a whole gaggle of them. Who was this man? And who was the idiot who conked him on the head and made him forget who he was?

      Oz sat beside her and took her hand. He stared at the television, thinking for a second, before turning to her. "I don't know who I am, Beth. I can't have kids if I don't know who I am. I can't wake up ten years from now wondering if I made a wrong turn. I can't do that to you. I can't keep putting one foot in front of the other if I might be going in the wrong direction. You need to be able to marry a man who knows who he is."

      "I don't understand. What do you need? What can I do?" Beth tried to block out the thought that he might not love her in the way she’d thought.

      He sagged into the couch. "I don't know."

      "Well, sell the business. Find something else." Her voice tightened as she said, "We can wait to have kids."

      Oz pushed a hand through his hair. "I can't sell it."

      "Why not?"

      "If I sell in the first five years all proceeds go to my dad."

      "But you own half! I mean, all of it. You guys were partners."

      "I don't own my original half outright because I've only worked off about a quarter of it. So, if I sell now I get about twelve and a half percent of the business. If I wait five years, I get it all."

      "Five years is a long time when you're waiting to get what you want." Boy, she knew that one. "If you don't want the business, sell it. Like you said, Oz, life is too short." Her heart stuttered at the idea of upheaval. Of Oz starting fresh in a new job with no vacation time and the possibility of them having to move if he couldn't find something suitable. Of having to make new friends and finding a new hospital to work in. It was terrifying. She finally felt as though she had the beginnings of a real home and a family here in Blueberry Springs. She didn't want to toss it all up in the air. Not for something that sounded, and felt, so uncertain.

      But if she was with Oz, it would be worth it. Anything would be worth it.

      Oz took her hands in his. "I love you, Beth. You know that, right?"

      "Of course, I do. And I'll love you no matter what you decide to do with your life. If we have to move, then we move. I'm here with you."

      "I don't know if I can do this."

      "I'll be right there with you. It'll be okay."

      "No." Oz's eyes grew wet and Beth’s face heated from a fight or flight reaction. "I can't put you through this. I think ..." He grabbed both her hands and held them tight. "I think I need to do this alone."
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      Oz sat hunched on their couch, his knees jiggling up and down. He wouldn't meet her eye for longer than a split second. Beth stared at the framed photos that sat three deep on the shelf above Oz. The two of them looked so happy up there. So in love. Not like this real life Oz was slowly revealing.

      "A break," she repeated, trying to make it sink in. "You want a break." She knew she'd said it a hundred times already, but her mind refused to cooperate and accept the concept. Seriously. What idiot had conked her perfectly good fiancé over the head causing this mess? And what had gone wrong with their relationship that she couldn’t see?

      Oz said gently, "You can't raise happy kids in a happy family if you aren't happy and don't know who you are. You can't pin your life on someone else's happiness. I've got to figure out who I am." Oz muted the commentator who was laughing uproariously at his cohost who had just predicted that the underdog team would sweep the cup out from under the favored contender. "A month. Maybe less. I don't know. I just need to figure out what I want, you know?" He arched his brows and gave her a hopeful look that made her want to give in.

      Beth sat beside him, pushing her knee into the side of his leg, her hands clamped onto one of his tight quads. She squeezed her eyes shut. A month. She could give him a month to figure things out. He would do the same for her with ease and grace. This was a sacrifice she could make for the man she loved. Besides, the sex when they got back together would be utterly mind-blowing. But no quickies for a month? That was going to be hard. Harder than scaling a mountain in flip-flops.

      "A break will be good for us," Oz said, tilting his head so their foreheads rested against each other. Her eyes flooded with tears and she swiveled away. She already missed him so badly her chest ached. He brought her face back to meet his, kissing her long and slow, her tears slipping between their lips. He broke off the kiss and said, "You'll have some time to follow your dreams, too."

      Beth resisted the urge to push him away and snap that she didn't need time because, unlike him, she knew who she was and what she wanted with her life. Exactly. Down to the finest detail: cut and pasted in her scrapbook.

      "It's been a hard couple of months. Dad ... man, his heart attack just kind of opened my eyes, you know?" Oz’s voice shook. "Thank you for understanding, Beth. For not letting us turn into everyone around us."

      Lungs tight, her voice barely able to strike its way out, Beth asked, "What's wrong with everyone around us?" Blueberry Springs was full of wonderful, happy people who went about their lives with an ease that came with having a contented routine that provided fulfillment. There was security and comfort in that.

      Oz passed his arm through the air as though encompassing the town. "Everyone's moved forward without knowing who they really are. Like they're scared to find out. They just keep clomping one foot in front of the other, working at the same boring job all their life because it's easy and they don't know what else they would do. Everyone starts popping out kids and it's like game over. They just settle in and grow old without ever exploring their dreams and the things they could do if they had the courage. There's so much life out there."

      Beth pushed away from Oz, her mind spinning.

      "I mean, look at your sister. She gave up a scholarship to play volleyball for a big school. She was going to become a professional coach. She had what it took." He cupped his hand as if holding something tangible. "Both you and I know she could have competed nationally."

      "But instead she raised me when Gran and my dad couldn't." Beth turned away. "Don't worry, I get it." Tears thick with guilt blocked her throat and prevented her from saying more. She knew she'd altered her sister's future. When Gran's health started failing and she had to be moved to the continuing care facility, Cynthia, who had just finished high school and was about to embark on her semi-charmed life, stepped in to support Beth through her final two years of high school instead of sending her off to be raised by their father who was working in God-knows-where.

      For that reason, she had to let Oz go. She couldn't put her life before his. She began to leave the room, but Oz snagged her hand, holding her back.

      "I want something more for us, Little B. I want us to enter our marriage knowing full well who we are so we don't become one of those resentful, bitter couples who always think the other one held them back somehow."

      "You think I'm holding you back?"

      "I think we're both capable of more.” His breath was warm on her skin. She stepped back, wanting space. "What would you do if anything were possible? There's got to be a secret dream in there bursting to get out. Everyone has one."

      She stalked to the room's doorway, swiping at her tears but unable to keep up with the flow. "You know what my dream is. I want a family. I want stability. To be smothered with love and a sense of belonging. I want people to lean on, and for us to be there for each other. I want to have a crowded table at Thanksgiving where everyone is laughing and shares a history. More than just Cynthia, Gran, and me reading a postcard from Dad. That's my dream." She flexed her hands. He didn't get what it was like not having a real family. Unlike him, she knew exactly what she wanted and had ever since she saw him rescuing Fluffy: him.

      Her breathing became labored as she fought for control. Breathe, girl, breathe.

      Oz tugged her to him and wrapped his strong arms around her, making it even harder to breathe. "I'm so sorry, baby. I'm so sorry. But we've got to. I can't see any other way. I love you."

      Beth sniffed and tried not to bawl. It was only a month. She could do a month. It would be fine.

      "We'll be even better than ever after."

      She nodded, trusting him. She pulled in a deep breath, trying to relax and be okay with the idea. What was she going to do about the wedding? Keep planning? Or was she supposed to hold off on that, too?

      Oz said quietly, "I'll move out. Just for a bit."

      Beth shoved him hard, sending him scrambling to stay upright. "No. No! People don't fix themselves in a bit. I can't live here without you, Oz." She gestured to the shelf of photos. "This isn't a home--my home--without you. I can't be surrounded by happy memories knowing you weren't happy when we were together and that you felt trapped and unsatisfied. That you wanted out." It was that simple. She had to be the one who left. She couldn't be the one sitting here waiting for him to come back.

      Oz reached out. "Beth, it's not like that."

      "Well, that's how it feels. Call me when you want me again." She wrenched the engagement ring off her finger and set it on top of the TV, tears streaking down her cheeks. She bolted from the trailer, slamming the door behind her.

      Sobs rose up in her throat as she revved her Volvo, then popped it into gear. The tires screeched as she flew away from the trailer like a tornado. She pointed the wagon toward work, wiping away her tears with the heel of her hand as she wove down the road. Son of a monkey’s uncle.

      How did she become that woman? How had she misread his cues about him wanting family and a big house? And what the heck was wrong with being like everyone else? Wasn’t that the goal?

      She shivered and cranked the car's heat. A whole month of being away from him and all the while living in the same small town. The rumor mill was going to lock it into overdrive and steamroll them until there was nothing left.

      She flicked on the wipers, swishing the cold spring rain to the side. She slowed her thoughts to match the wiper's pacing. Her Plan A for all crises was to run to her sister. But with Oz's words still ringing in her ears, she knew she couldn't ask her sister to save her. Not this time. She had to let her sister live her life. Just like Oz needed to live his.

      Plan B was always Gran. But Gran couldn't take her in. Which meant Plan C.

      Unfortunately, there was no Plan C.

      Plan C might be her best friend Katie Reiter who lived in a one-bedroom basement suite. But she was also Oz's kid sister meaning Beth couldn't put her in a position where it could be construed that she was choosing sides. And everyone else in town ... well, she didn't want to go there.

      The problem with standing on her own two feet, which was exactly what she needed to do, was that her own two feet couldn't afford setting her up in a new place. And a new place for one month was unrealistic. She'd really screwed the pooch thanks to her stupid pride.

      She hunched over her steering wheel, hurt clenching her soul as she stared at the delicate buds trying to leaf out on the trees lining the road. She stared until the world fuzzed out of focus and a car tooted cheerfully behind her. She bolted upright, forcing herself to move her car through the four-way stop and on to work. Although the wipers creaked their way across the windshield, her vision remained blurred by water. She dabbed at her eyes with the sleeve of her cardigan and wrestled with the urge to run. Run from Oz and the pain of his rejection. Run from the town and the inevitable gossip, meddling, and kind-hearted looks which would break her down piece by piece. Run from this place, so laden with memories. Run from everything.

      But she couldn't leave Gran, Cynthia, and her patients just because she was experiencing a painful speed bump in her love life. It was only one month. That was all. She could do this.

      A fresh bout of tears let loose as she pulled into the hospital's parking lot. She stared at the one-storey brick building. Finishing her afternoon shift while she looked and felt like a bag of run-over crap was going to suck big time. Sighing, she plopped one foot out of the car, then the other. She stomped through a cold puddle, squelching her way down the hospital's hallways seeking Katie who was on day shift. Despite knowing her friend couldn't save her, she needed some no-nonsense advice from the woman who'd been there since the day she found Beth hiding in a corner of the funeral home bawling her eyes out over her mother. Katie had rubbed her back and handed her tissue after tissue without saying a word. When Beth was finally all cried out, her new friend had pulled her down the alley behind Main Street and told her to wait outside the back door of Benny's Big Burger. With a confidence that had surprised fourteen-year-old Beth, Katie had strode into the seldom-used delivery entrance and returned a minute later with a pie plate containing half of his well-known chocolate maven pie and two forks. They'd plunked down in the alley, their backs against the rough brick wall, and dug in. When they were done with the pie, they were best friends.

      Pausing in the quiet hospital hall, the smell of antiseptic clinging to her, Beth peeked around the corner, hoping to spy Katie's familiar kitten-patterned nursing scrubs. There she was at her nursing station, head bent, a slight smile tugging at her lips--without a doubt reading a romance novel. Beth checked her watch. She'd missed over an hour of her afternoon shift. Taking a deep breath, she scurried to Katie, keeping her head lowered so nobody would see her bloodshot eyes.

      "Oh, hey.” Katie glanced up, slipping papers into an uneven stack, hiding her novel.

      "Hiding a gushy romance?" Beth asked in a gloomy voice, her attempt at humor failing. God, this was going to suck. Everyone was going to know there was trouble before the afternoon coffee break even hit.

      Katie cleared her throat and cast her eyes to the side, her fingers fidgeting with the stack of papers. "Did Dr. Leham find you? He paged you, like, twenty times."

      "What? Who?"

      "The new guy. Dr. Leham."

      "Oh, right. No."

      Katie frowned at Beth. "You feeling okay? You don't look too good." She swiftly brought Beth behind the protection of the nursing station's high counter and pushed her into a chair, twisting her away from Amy, a passing nurse.

      Beth rubbed her bare finger and tried to smile. "Know anyone who needs a temporary roommate?"

      Katie spit out the coffee she was drinking and began coughing and sputtering. "What? Where the hell is your ring?"

      Beth bit her lower lip, trying to stop from tearing up. "We're taking a break."

      "Is this because of Mandy? I know she's still yearning after him, but I thought he'd learned his lesson with her ages ago."

      Beth sniffed and shook her head. "It's not Mandy. It's me. He wasn't ready." She buried her head in her hands and stared at her wet sneakers.

      "Men," Katie grumbled. "Such commitmentphobes. It's nothing more than cold feet." She hoisted Beth out of the chair. "You need to put on a push-up bra and stomp over there. You let him know that he's going to lose a good thing if he keeps acting this way."

      Beth resisted Katie's physical directing. "I can't. If I push him on this … that'll be it. I know it. He's freaked out, Katie. Something's wrong." She met her best friend’s dark gaze. "I can't lose him."

      The woman studied Beth for a moment, then pulled her into a tight hug. "Well, whatever you decide, I'm with you, okay? You'll get through this. And we'll smarten him up if it's the last thing we do."
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      Beth sat at her desk, back to her office door, and stared at the small square of blank wall across from her. Sticky notes of all colors crowded the square and she jabbed a fresh magazine photo of a mountain view into the spot. She crumpled up last week's view of their proposed honeymoon destination and sighed. Propping her chin in her hands she tuned out the hospital's PA system and stared at her pretend window view until her eyes lost focus and the room swam.

      Maybe it was just cold feet. Maybe Oz was freaked out by his dad giving him the business and all the responsibility that came with it. A simple case of too much, too soon. Because really, Oz had never complained about the job, only his dad riding him hard about how to do things. Once he saw that he could run the firm the way he wanted to it would all be cool again. She just had to be patient and let him see it.

      But it still hurt. A lot. She slapped a nearby photo of her and Oz onto its face, spilling a container of craft supplies over her desk. She stared at the mess, flicking a few googly eyes and making them bounce back to her when they hit the wall. She kept flicking until her finger grew sore. Katie had insisted Beth crash at her place until Oz "straightened up and popped his head out of his butt.” Hopefully he'd be working late so she wouldn't have to face him when she went home to pack a bag.

      She needed a distraction. A good one. Or else a good strong drink. Maybe both.

      Beth rested her forehead on the desk's cool surface and lolled it back and forth. She lifted her head and let it drop back onto the desk with a loud thunk. It was impossible to think. Impossible to imagine a day in her life without Oz. No Oz meant facing a ratty old car that depended on him to keep it running and a job where her patients were still irked with her due to Oz being too busy to come dance with them during his Friday lunch breaks.

      Her weekends were going to be intolerable. Every weekend for the past two and a half years they'd done something together whether it was hiking up the local mountains, cozying up with popcorn and a movie, paddling around the local pond to see how close they could get to the ducks, or trying to outdo each other on their game system. Weekends were sacred reconnection time. Now she would see him on Sundays, for one hour, while they drank coffee at their table at Benny's Big Burger and discussed whether Oz was ready to get back together or not.

      What if he was never ready? What if this break was ... No. She couldn't think about it. Positive thoughts only.

      Someone rapped lightly at her office door and it creaked open, its latch failing to catch when she had banged it shut minutes ago. She snapped upright, sending papers sliding in all directions as they dropped from her clammy forehead. She attempted to pull herself together while pushing her curls off her face. She spun her chair to face the visitor. The sudden head lift combined with a spin put her off balance and she went to lean on her armrest. She missed, sending her sprawling onto the floor. She landed hard beside the occupied Italian loafers just inside her doorway.

      "Whoa there." Dr. Leham placed a hand under Beth's arm and helped her stand.

      "Sorry! New chair." They both glanced at her worn chair. Obviously not new. She gave an uneasy chuckle. "Right. I meant um, I switched this one … and … hi."

      "Are you okay if I let go?” he asked.

      No. Didn’t you hear? The rumor mill must be slow today, because the truth of the matter is that I will never be okay again until Oz comes running back to me.

      She held her breath as the doctor’s ice-blue eyes zipped over her, taking in every detail as he continued to hold her. He gave her a slight, questioning smile, and she closed her eyes against the memories floating in on a familiar scent: the same cologne Oz wore on special occasions. Reminders of him were going to be everywhere, attacking her at irregular, unexpected intervals. Like a guerilla attack to the heart over and over again. She bent over and placed her hands on her knees.

      Dammit. This break better not last longer than twenty-four hours or she was going to be an extremely pathetic basket case.

      Dr. Leham placed a gentle hand on her back. "Maybe you should sit down?"

      Beth aimed her butt and plopped into her chair. She sucked in a deep breath only to be hit by his cologne again. "The hospital is supposed to be scent free." You big meanie.

      He sat in the chair across from her. “Are you sensitive to my cologne?"

      Hello, understatement.

      She waved away his concerns. "I'm fine, really. Sorry." She stuck out her hand and introduced herself. “Beth Wilkinson.” Why wasn't he meeting her eyes? Usually when a man had this issue his gaze was stuck about a foot lower than her forehead.

      "Dr. Nash Leham.” He gave her hand a brisk shake. He reached for her face with his left hand and she pulled back. Quick as lightning he pulled something off her forehead. He studied the googly eye in his palm. Still serious, he carefully handed it to her. "I've heard of a third eye, but I didn't realize it was a googly eye. I always believed it to be mythical. Your inner child was showing."

      Beth burst out laughing, loving how the man took her from bouncing on the bottom to laughter within seconds. She pushed her chair back until it hit her desk. Normally she didn't mind the smallness of her office when she was chewing the fat with Katie during breaks, but this man was seriously making it feel crowded.

      She adopted a mask of professionalism and waited for him to explain why he'd come by. As the hospital's recreational therapist she was often seen as the softie with the fluff job. Some of the city doctors who came out to Blueberry Springs as part of the Rural Doctors Program actually laughed when they discovered her job wasn't a volunteer position. Which was so not funny. Her job was as important as theirs. Well, maybe not quite exactly as important, but you couldn't just shove the elderly and infirm into the hospital's attached nursing home and ignore them. They needed her program to help keep their minds sharp, their moods buoyant, and their health stable.

      And she was that person. The diploma on her office wall proved it.

      She waited for the man to speak and worked on emitting a cold, confident, business manner rather than the emotional defeat she felt. She could do this. No personal life. Just thoughts about work. This handsome doctor was a serious, top-notch go-getter who had a killer gut instinct and had been turning heads around town--for both professional and unprofessional reasons--since his arrival a few weeks ago.

      City meat. That's what the nurses called him. And for the first time, meeting him up close instead of just glimpses of him hurrying off to see patients, she could see why. Hot stuff. The doctor might be the opposite of Oz, but he was still handsome with his blue eyes, slim build, and perfect hair. Whereas Oz was like a tall Hugh Jackman, Dr. Leham was more like a wiry, blond Bradley Cooper with those sharp, light-colored eyes. Both good looking, but completely different.

      Beth bit her lower lip to keep it from trembling. Oz was sneaking into her thoughts again.

      "Uh, is this a good time?" Dr. Leham asked, furrowing his brow. He tucked his clipboard to his chest, one hand at the ready to push himself out of the chair.

      Beth cleared her throat and smiled. She could do this and not cry. "It's fine." She rubbed her fingertips over the bare spot on her ring finger. The ring's absence stung like a burn.

      "I see," he said, his eyes moving from her hands. "Tough day?"

      She let out a brave snort, her eyes immediately filling with unshed tears. She turned away to dab at her eyes and a tissue popped up in her periphery. His gesture opened her floodgates and she rolled her eyes at herself. So much for holding it together and impressing him with her savvy business manner. Now she'd definitely be marked as the softie with the cush job. At least he was only in Blueberry Springs for a short-term contract and would be city-bound as soon as his commitment was fulfilled.

      The more her tears fell, the more humiliated and embarrassed she felt which, in turn, made more tears join the chorus. She blew her nose and another tissue appeared to her left. She snatched it from the air.

      "Do you want me to come back later?"

      She shook her head. Doctors never came by to talk to her, so if he'd been paging her and had come all the way to the continuing care wing, it must be important. She took several long, slow breaths and thought about how strong her sister had been as a teen. If Cynthia could persevere, so could she. She would channel those sister genes and be strong. One last deep breath and she turned to see Dr. Leham watching her with so much concern that the tears almost returned full-force.

      "Breakups suck,” the doctor said softly.

      "It's just a break," Beth replied quickly.

      "Oh, well. That's not too bad then?" He quirked his brow and gave a half smile. "A reassessment of priorities."

      "We were engaged." She blinked back tears. Breaks were the promise ring of breakups. An IOU that meant one day, when the timing was right and Oz had his courage shored up about him, he might just go ahead and break up with her for real. A small wail escaped and her brave front disintegrated into tears. She buried her face in her hands, cheeks burning with humiliation.

      Dr. Leham patted her shoulder. She peered through the cracks between her fingers and saw another tissue being offered.

      "I'm sorry," he said.

      Her head popped up, tears slowing. "Why?"

      He blinked, caught. "Um. Well, because it sucks."

      As if he knew anything about broken hearts. She'd bet her Volvo a guy like Dr. Leham was always on the giving end. Because only crazy women would break up with a nice, handsome doctor. And there weren't that many women out there who were that kind of crazy.

      "It's like your world stops," he continued. "Days don't make sense. You can't figure out what it is everyone can be so happy about when you're so miserable."

      This man understood.

      "You know," he said, "when my ex-wife left me, I got into exercise."

      "You're divorced?" There must be more crazy women than she'd anticipated.

      Nash laughed at Beth's expression. "Yeah. I know. I'm kind of young to have been through all that already, but she wasn't prepared to deal with my work dedication and I wasn't prepared to change."

      "I imagine," she said slowly, "being a doctor involves a lot of long hours and last minute changes to your personal plans."

      He smiled. "But it's a heart job." He tapped his chest. "It's good for the soul being able to help people."

      "Yeah." She got what a heart job was. And being a recreational therapist in continuing care gave her soul hope. She was the one who brought a little sunshine and meaning to those at the end of their long lives. All it took was a bit of glue, a couple of googly eyes, and a smile. It was a fulfilling job--even though most people considered her nothing more than a glorified babysitter.

      "Anyway," he began, "cardiovascular activity naturally releases endorphins and serotonin into the bloodstream which can elevate moods for prolonged periods of time. Plus," he gave her a wink, "it's a great way to get back at the ex--looking all hot.”

      And hot he was. His slight build had an athletic strength to it, his shoulders broad although not nearly as much as Oz's.

      "So, Dr. Leham?"

      "Call me Nash," he said. "Please."

      "Okay, Nash." She liked the sound of that.

      "Can I call you Beth?"

      She gave him a look. "Of course. Everyone does." City guys were weird. She bet he asked his dates if he could kiss them goodnight instead of just going for it.

      He gave her an apologetic shrug. "I'm still figuring out Blueberry Springs. People are quite casual, even in the work environment." He leaned back and crossed his arms, his clipboard balanced on his lap.

      "Yeah, we're a bit more laid back than the city." Having spent two years in the nearest city, Dakota, getting her diploma, she understood how the man must feel. Those were two quirky years she never planned to repeat. If she had found it difficult moving to the impersonal city, she could only imagine how Nash must feel being thrust into a very personal and in-your-business town like Blueberry Springs. "Plus, there's no need for formalities, I'm just the rec therapist."

      "Nonsense. It's a very important part of our long-term care commitment plan. I've heard good things about your program and the variety you offer. That's why I sought you out, actually." He leaned forward, full of brisk professionalism as he handed her his clipboard. "Reggie Max is a new patient of mine entering continuing care. I'd like to share my treatment plan, his health history, as well as a possible recreational therapy plan that will benefit him both psychologically and physically. I've listed a few of the activities I feel would be most beneficial."

      Beth sat back, clipboard in hand. Just like that, the we're-at-work wall had come up. Not that he had been anything other than professional before, it was more that he'd returned to really, really professional. He was now very much Dr. Leham, not Nash.

      She kind of liked Nash.

      Dr. Leham continued, "He is a Type 2 diabetic and has been since he was--"

      "In his forties. Yes, I know." It was only recreational therapy for crying out loud. Usually doctors let her run with it knowing their patients weren't going to get any wilder than a weekly dance session that no longer included Oz, chair yoga, tai chi, a few crafts, games, and sing-alongs. "My gran is looking forward to his arrival." Beth rubbed her eyes, suddenly feeling exhausted. "They've been dating for a few years."

      "Oh. I see. Well,” he began uncertainly.

      "I have a bit of a rec plan laid out for him already. He's partial to card games so I'm thinking I'll reinstate bridge on Thursdays."

      "Oh." He paused. "Am I out of line? In Dakota we always--"

      "No, no," she said quickly, "I would love some input." She hesitated. She'd never actually worked out a plan with doctors other than during her college practicum. Out here the doctors had always been like, Go for it, Beth. One less thing for me to worry about. It's just crafts.

      Nash leaned forward and began pointing out various aspects of his rec plans. She surreptitiously inhaled his cologne and wondered what it was that men really wanted. Was it normal for them to act as though they wanted one thing and then whip around and say they didn't? And was this pause in their relationship merely a precursor of worse things to come?

      Realizing Nash was waiting for her to reply, she flushed. "Um, sorry? I missed that."

      "I've noticed a genuine need for an outreach here."

      Beth frowned. How much had she missed while sucking in his scent?

      "I think the community and outlying areas need a recreational therapy program for outpatients. For example, people with developmental disabilities or physical issues. It could be part respite care and part therapy. I'm pretty good at finding grants for this type of thing and I could act as the attending physician for an outreach while I'm here."

      Beth closed her gaping yap. He thought she should head up a new program for outpatients? She gave his shoulder a shove and laughed. "Get out of here!" He had to be kidding, right?

      He looked slightly insulted as he straightened his white doctor's coat. "I've pulled the records for the patients under your care and the results speak for themselves. There is a genuine need and I think you should fill it."

      Beth struggled not to look stunned. "You checked me out?"

      He cleared his throat. "Of course. So? What do you say?" He pulled a folded square of paper from his breast pocket and handed it to her. "These are the details. Training this weekend in Dakota."

      "Whoa. What?" She slowly unfolded the page, keeping her eyes on Nash.

      "There's professional development funding that will cover your expenses. I noticed you haven't used yours this year. It's Saturday and Sunday only so you don't have to worry about missing work and finding a replacement. I know how difficult that is out here in the boonies. Go, see what outreaches are about. No harm, no foul. And if you decide to go through with it, I'll be here to help."

      Beth stared blankly at the information sheet in front of her and blinked. When it came to initiating big projects such as this one she wasn't about to kid herself that her independent, big-girl pants were from anywhere other than the junior's department. Who was she to believe she could make a program go from start to finish? And even more intriguing was that Dr. Leham was acting as though this was already a done deal.

      "Besides," said Nash, standing at the door, "you could probably use the distraction as well as something to dive into at the moment. Am I right?"

      She hesitated and a slow smile spread across her face. This would more than fill her lonely weekends. And it would show Oz that her life didn't stop just because he wanted his to. This could be the distraction she was looking for. "I'm in. Let's check it out."
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      Beth paused in the doorway with the last box of the things she'd need for her time away from Oz. She felt beyond exhausted--more like a deflated balloon than a human. Oz looked just as defeated. She took a step toward him, bothered that the box was keeping them from hugging. She was missing the last hug she'd get for a month.
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