
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Thankfully Yours

        

        
        
          Holiday Romance, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Carol Rose

        

        
          Published by Carol Rose, 2016.

        

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Carol Rose

	    

      
	    
          
	      Amish Sisters Marry

          
        
          
	          Naomi's Neighbor ((Amish Sisters Marry Romance Series, Bk 4)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Amish Vows

          
        
          
	          Amish Princess

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Blue Collar Boys

          
        
          
	          Smooched

          
        
          
	          Scrumptious

          
        
          
	          Swaggered

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Holiday Romance

          
        
          
	          Hating Christmas

          
        
          
	          No Bunny But You

          
        
          
	          Thankfully Yours

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Race The Darkness

          
        
          
	          Always

          
        
          
	          Challenge Accepted

          
        
          
	          Diamonds and Deceit

          
        
          
	          Double-Cross My Heart

          
        
          
	          Forgotten Father

          
        
          
	          Healing His Heart

          
        
          
	          His Sister's Wedding

          
        
          
	          Momentary Marriage

          
        
          
	          Mr. Personality

          
        
          
	          Read All About It

          
        
          
	          Red Hot Liar

          
        
          
	          Resisting Cupid--A Novella

          
        
          
	          Risky Business

          
        
          
	          Roy's Rent-A-Hubby

          
        
          
	          The Favored One

          
        
          
	          Wild Woman

          
        
          
	          Love and Deception Romance Collection

          
        
          
	          Sexy Suits Collection

          
        
          
	          Wounded Heroes Romance Collection

          
        
          
	          Stolen Heart

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Carol Rose’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Thankfully Yours

By

Carol Rose

Copyright Carol Rose 2014

Cover images courtesy of lenm, denis13 & canstockphoto

Cover by Joleene Naylor

Draft2Digital Edition

NO AI TRAINING PERMITTED!

Draft2Digital Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: image]

~~~********~~~

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​One


[image: ]




Cheryl Summers stood on a ladder in a church community room, holding the opposite end of a banner while her friend, Molly, attached the other end to a nearby pole.

Snapping off a final piece of tape, her younger friend secured the banner and climbed down the pole to walk over and hand the tape to Cheryl.

“I don’t know, Cheryl. It seems kind of wrong to date a guy just to get him to go with you to the Fall Festival.” Molly tilted her white blond head, squinting up at the banner. “Do you think the word ‘Anniversary’ is straight?”

Glancing at the banner, Cheryl said, “Yes, it looks fine. What do you mean it seems wrong? It’s not like I asked Mark Duncan to marry me. We’ve just been on one date and he’s asked me to go rollerskating on Friday evening.”

“Rollerskating?” Molly chuckled. “What are you guys? Still in middle school?”

“Hardly.” Cheryl grinned at her friend’s question. “We met in a coffee bar for our first date and then Mark said he wanted to do something unusual.”

“Hmmm. He certainly found something unusual—I mean for adults.” Her friend stepped back to glare at the banner before turning to say, “I still say this is probably not the best way to handle being dumped. You didn’t even get on the dating site until you knew you’d be doing the Fall Festival with the woman who stole Gil from you.”

“Come on!” Cheryl climbed down her ladder. “Cut me some slack. I was too busy getting over Gil—while recovering from breast cancer, let me remind you—to even have the time to put up a dating profile before that. I didn’t even work for a while.”

“Don’t I know? It’s sad that my business benefitted from your being sick, but if you ask me,” Molly said shrewdly, shouldering the closed ladder, “Gil leaving you just made you mad. You don’t miss him all that much. Things had been going south between you two for quite a while. And don’t play the cancer card. You beat it. Thank God.”

Cheryl picked up her ladder to follow her friend down the church hall. “The cancer thing had an impact. It scared the hell out of me and made me realize I haven’t really done anything with my life, Molly. I have a clean bill of health now and my doctor said to move forward and live my life, but it helped me realize how much I haven’t really lived up to this point.”

Molly opened the storage closet and shoved her ladder against the wall, stepping back to allow Cheryl to put hers inside. “What do you mean? Your life seems pretty great to me.”

“Thanks, honey.” They walked back down the hall toward the community room. “I just realized I’ve...been cautious, always careful not to upset people and worried about what my father would think about whatever I was doing. And my father has been dead for years!”

“I—I sat in that hospital bed,” she added, “and realized I need to do more stuff and let myself make more mistakes. I’m going to do things differently from now on—live a little. Of course, I was pretty upset when Gil left me, but I’ve been telling myself that he was a waste of my time. A waste of my life. Yes. And if this guy, Mark, is one of those mistakes we girls sometimes make, at least, he’ll be a fun one.”

Molly laughed. “Then you plan to keep dating him after the Fall Festival?”

Cheryl didn’t reply immediately. She wasn’t sure exactly what her plans were regarding Mark. “I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

She turned to face her friend. “See? I’ve always had a plan before, always knew a clear cut direction.”

“And this is a bad thing?” Her friend made a wry face as she asked.

Cheryl sighed, continued walking. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

She shoved a hand through her short feathery hair. After the chemo had left her bald for a period of weeks, having hair again felt great, even if it was still short. She liked the look, too. Going this short was radical and she knew she wouldn’t have had the guts before. “I just know this safe, smart path hasn’t gotten me anything—“

“You have a good event planning business.” Her young friend protested.

“Yes, I do, but I don’t have much else, do I? No relationships. No children. No anything else.”

“Friends? You have a lot of friends. You told me you could hardly carry everything home from the hospital, so many people brought you flowers and balloons and cards.”

“Yes.” Cheryl had to agree that she had great friends and clients. “I do and I really feel blessed in that... But it’s not the same as having someone to warm your feet on a cold night or make passionate love to you under the full moon.”

“It doesn’t get that cold here in Austin. Certainly not often, anyway.”

Cheryl laughed. “True.”

“And your family? You’re always doing things with your mom and your brother. Your brother’s kids? You’re knee deep in family.”

A smile quivered at the corner of Cheryl’s mouth, just thinking of the girls. “Yes, I’ve loved being able to help since their mom left. But—”

“But what?”

“I want more. Does that sound bad?”

They both paused beside the linen-covered circular dessert table that would soon hold a lovely floral center piece and a fanciful Edible Delight fruit arrangement.

“No. Not at all.” 

Cheryl tweaked the tablecloth before straightening to say. “You’ve found your true love, Molly. I mean, Drake has always been your good friend, but now he’s more. A lot more—even if it did take him climbing into an Easter Rabbit suit to get your attention.”

Her friend chuckled. “Actually, he really got my attention when he accidentally polyurethaned his pants to my bedroom floor and had to crawl out of them. Mmmmm, that man looks good without his pants!”

Laughing, Cheryl stopped fussing with the tablecloth to look up at her friend. “I used to think that Gil was my future, but I was clearly wrong about that. I deserve better. Now, I’m determined to make my own way and, dammit, I want to have some fun doing it.”

Molly’s brow wrinkled. “And you think this guy, Mark whatshisname, is going to help with that?”

Smoothing her shirt tail down around her hips, Cheryl raised her chin as she responded. “Maybe. I don’t know. But he’s hot...and fun and very different from James—my drunk ex-husband—and from Gil.”

“Mr. Stick-Up-His-Ass Professor?”

Laughing at this, Cheryl walked over to the helium canister and began attaching and blowing up balloons. “Gil is a very respected academic. He said he thought he and Melissa wanted the same things. The same lifestyle. He said they were more sympatico than he and I. He was probably right about that.”

Molly made a retching sound as she began tying ribbons on the balloons Cheryl was inflating. “That’s what I mean. Who says that? I mean, really? That was his best reason for cheating on you and dumping you? More sympatico? That was his excuse for cheating on you and dumping you in the middle of chemo and radiation?”

“I’m not sure my being sick then matters a lot. He chose a lousy time to cheat, but is there ever a good time for that?” Cheryl kept filling balloons. “I mean, even if everyone says you need support at a time like that, I wouldn’t want him to stay with me just because I was fighting breast cancer. But now, thank God, my tests now all show that I’ve beaten it.”

“Gil didn’t know that,” Molly pointed out. “And he was cheating on you before you got sick. You said he admitted that.”

“He did.” She began gathering up the ribbons from the filled balloons, looping them together. “You know, Molly. Even though he’s a cheating slime ball, I think he probably did me a favor by dumping me.”

She caught her friend’s deadpan look. “No, I’m serious. Gil and I weren’t...really terrific together. I see that now that the pain has subsided some. I’m getting some perspective. Of course, he’s a bastard and I don’t want him to see me single and sad at the festival, but we’d been dating awhile and things weren’t great. We were just okay. I—I’ve realized I want really terrific. Of course, I don’t want to work the Fall Festival and look pitiful while he’s there with Melissa Cleveland, but....”

In a burst of candor, she said, “If Gil hadn’t left me, I’m not sure I wouldn’t have just accepted things. I—I felt too comfortable and too set. I’ve never been good at taking risks and stepping outside my comfort zone. Maybe by removing my comfort zone, Gil did me a favor—in a really backhanded, asshole way. Now, I’m more open to a guy like Mark, who lives more on the edge.”

Her friend looked skeptical as they began shepherding stray balloons into the big net that would hold them. “Maybe. I just wish you’d told Gil good riddance before he dumped you.”

She laughed. “You know, I think that’s what Mark is for. Bringing him to the Fall Festival is kind of my way of showing Gil and Melissa that I’ve found a new and better option. That I’m moving on just fine, thank you very much.”

*
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She had to give the guy credit for having hutzpah. Most men just suggested dinner for a second date.

Cheryl whizzed to a wobbly stop, bracing herself against a nearby wall as others zipped by. When Mark Duncan had ended their first date by asking if she rollerskated, she should have mentioned that her last skate date had been forty years ago.

The darkened rink was only moderately filled with skaters. A sparkly mirror ball near the center, reflected splashes of colored light that she supposed were to give the cavernous space a romantic feel in keeping with the hip hop ballad blaring from the speakers.

At forty-seven, she had to be too old for this. Not that it was stopping Mark and he was five years older than her. 

“Are your skates okay?” He braked to a stop beside her. With his dark cropped hair sprinkled with gray and his engaging, out-going manners, Mark Duncan seemed less like the successful businessman she knew him to be and more like the popular, fun kid he must have been in high school. He grinned at her now, tugging her away from the wall to balance her unsteady skating with his sure strides.

“Um. Yes. Yes, the skates are fine.” She felt the rink floor slip and roll a little underneath her and threw him a bright smile, reminding herself that she’d given up the old, safe Cheryl, determined to be open to new things. Fun things, dammit.

Mark was certainly a fun guy. Hot, too. Who’d have ever thought she’d end up dating a hunk like him at this point in her life.

She mentally stuck her tongue out at her ex-boyfriend Gil.

She was too stuffy and boring? Not anymore.

Six months ago, when she was sitting in the hospital wearing a drafty cotton gown, she’d realized things had to change and she was doing it, dammit, just as she’d told Molly. Life was definitely too short to wear sensible shoes.

“You’ve done a lot of this? Rollerskating? Recently, I mean.” She threw a questioning glance up at the football linebacker-type now holding her in a light steady clasp as they zoomed around the rink. She hadn’t been bad at this when she was fourteen, holding hands with her boyfriend, but finding the rhythm now took some practice. 

“Occasionally.” Mark flashed her another grin. “How does it feel?”

“A little off-balance, I’m afraid. It’s been a while.” Her answering smile was rueful.

“Then you’ve been dating the wrong guys,” Mark said, snugging her closer. “Skating is the best way to get to know someone.”

Cheryl considered telling him how right he was about her dating the wrong guys, but decided against it. “You like the women you date to cling to the wall as they try to make it around the rink?”

He chuckled again. “Not necessarily, but unsteadiness is a great excuse for holding hands. Besides, it’s good to be off balance now and again. That’s what I tell all my salespeople.”

Recognizing that they were now skating in a beautiful rhythm, hip to hip, she only hoped her feet didn’t spaz out and trip them both up. 

For a brief moment, she tried to imagine Melissa Cleveland spinning around the rink with Gil, the cheating bastard that he was. Nope. She couldn’t see her ex and his new high-brow girlfriend here. They were much more into wine parties and symphony nights. She recognized now that Gil had been looking for a higher class of.... She couldn’t think of a designation for Melissa Cleveland. Whatever she was, it must have seemed more fitting for a college professor at UT than she was.

Damn the both of them for making her feel bland and boring.

“You’re doing really great.” Mark shifted around to skate backwards in front of her.

“I hate you,” Cheryl blurted out, just trying to keep up.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” He laughed, shifting back around to skate beside her. “It’s just a knack. Not all that impressive in the grand scheme of things. I wouldn’t know anything about planning a big social event. You do that all the time.”

“Yes, but that’s not exactly a conversation starter. Kinda lame, don’t you think?” She said in a falsetto, “Hi! My name is Cheryl and I plan parties for a living.”

Chuckling in response, his arm slipped around her waist again. “As opposed to ‘Hi, My name is Mark and I can skate backwards’? I don’t know. I guess it depends on the kinds of parties you plan. And why would you say it like you’re a twenty-something server at Olive Garden?”

Cheryl responded with a smile, liking the feel of being close to him. “I don’t know. Party planning just doesn’t sound like a serious career.”

“No. It sounds like a fun career. You must have a blast.”

“Are you imagining that I throw a few shrimp puffs on a plate and hit the dance floor?” she asked with a deadpan look.

“No, but you must work with some fun, creative people.”

“Oh, you mean the ones that never get anywhere on time?” Cheryl carefully loosened her grip on his arm, beginning to relax. “You work with fun people, I imagine. Owning a car dealership isn’t the same as being a stockbroker, you know.”

He skated beside her, moving easily to the music without seeming to give it a thought. “Oh, you must have heard about the glory of it—the gambling, the late evening work, the excitement of never knowing how much salary you’ll take home at the end of the month. But selling cars can be interesting.”

“You don’t sell cars yourself, do you? I mean, you own the dealership.”

“True, but in some ways the selling was more fun. Now I have to be a bottom-line kind of guy and I spend way too much time with accountant-types.”

She lifted her brows in a question as they sailed again past the refreshment area. “But there are compensations, I’d imagine.”

Mark laughed. “Yeah. I get to drive the coolest cars...and I can go home whenever I want.”

*
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As they later walked through the dark parking lot to her car, Cheryl reflected that he wasn’t professorial material. But that could only be a good thing, considering that Gil had turned out to be a loser in the relationship department.

“So, you’re busy this weekend because you’re taking your divorced brother’s daughter shopping?”

He stood near enough that she could feel the warmth from his big body when they stopped in front of her ancient Volvo.

“Yes, Kaitlyn swears that she needs a whole new wardrobe. Apparently, all the girls in junior high dress much better than she does.” Cheryl smiled affectionately, thinking of her highly dramatic niece. “My brother doesn’t like shopping.”

Mark laughed. “Not a metrosexual?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Far from it. Bryan only goes to the mall under the greatest duress.”

“Must be difficult if he’s a single dad of a teenaged girl.”

“You have no idea. He leans a lot on my mom and I.” Cheryl shivered a little, noting that the fall weather had come a little early to Austin.

“Here,” Mark shrugged out of his casual jacket and draped it around her shoulders. “Kaitlyn’s mom doesn’t live in the area? I’d think she’d want to be the one taking her daughter to the mall.”

“Mmm?” She was so startled by his casual gentlemanly gesture that it took her a moment to find a response to his question. “Well, that would be hard since she moved to Alaska to live with a guy she’d been chatting with on-line.”

“Sounds like her loss. Doesn’t she see her kids, at all?”

The clean, sexy smell of him emanated from his jacket. She remembered it from when he held her as they skated...and when he’d kissed her after their first meeting. Just a light, not highly sexual brushing of lips, but her breath had caught in her throat then as now.

“Umm. Not much. My oldest niece is out on her own. Stephanie lives with a steady boyfriend and they’ve talked of going to Alaska to see her mom.” Cheryl laughed softly. “If she can leave her new puppy. Einstein chews on things if he’s left alone too long.”

“Kennel? Doggie day care?”

Cheryl shrugged. “Doggie day care is a good option, but it’s cheaper to have me run by the house and let him out every now and then.”

“Sounds like you do a lot for your family. You’re a very loving person, Cheryl Summers.” Gripping the zippered front of his jacket to pull her gently toward him, Mark bent his head.

“I had a really great time,” he said softly, bending to brush his mouth across hers.

Cheryl’s breath caught and she felt the pulse leaping in her throat. Leaning in as he settled his mouth again on hers, she lost the ability to think for a few moments, reveling in the shelter of his broad shoulders and her deep surrender of the kiss.

As he drew back after a long, satisfying moment, she reflected that she’d never had this much fun kissing.

When Mark had responded to her dating profile on a website for singles, she’d been hesitant to meet. For the last five or six years since leaving a twenty-year marriage, she’d only dated preppy, cerebral guys. Mostly just Gil, really. So, she wasn’t sure that a businessman, car dealer type was right for her.

At the end of their first date, Mark had kissed her and then, like now, her breath caught in her throat. For a moment now, she thought about grabbing him and doing some serious necking in the parking lot of the roller rink, like when she was sixteen.

But the last thirty years had taught her some wisdom. Besides, she wasn’t going out with Mark to satisfy her hormones.

She needed an escort to the Fall Festival. And as a bonus, sexual chemistry this strong was worth exploring.

*
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“So is she as cute as the twenty-somethings you’ve been going out with since your divorce?”

Mark tried to answer Clark Layton’s question honestly. His used car sales manager might be a young guy in his twenties, but he was smart.

The two of them sat in Mark’s dealership office that looked out on the tiled showroom. Here and there, gleaming new cars dotted the landscape between clusters of carpeted areas where sales desks sat, occupied by men and women selling cars.  

Scratching his cheek, Mark took a moment. “Cheryl’s...surprisingly sexy. She’s got short, dark hair—kind of salt and pepper—but really nice. Like she has silver highlights. Fair skinned, I’d say, with pretty blue eyes. Definitely in the ‘height-weight proportionate’ category.” 

He liked that she loved her family as much as he loved his kids. “Very kissable. She’s sassy and smart and I probably shouldn’t be using her this way.”

His dark blonde subordinate wiggled his eye brows suggestively. “How would you like to use her?”

Laughing, Mark shook his head. “I shouldn’t be using her at all. You know, I only went out with her because my daughter was so worried about me. Bren thinks I need to find a life partner, someone nearer my own age and I don’t want Brenna worried or distracted from her studies.”

“I know.” Clark waved a dismissive hand. “Brenna has her panties in a twist because you only date women in their twenties who aren’t likely to get serious. I’ve got news for you, boss. Women at any age are likely to get serious.”

“I believe Brenna’s actual assessment was that I date younger women because I don’t want to let myself risk getting hurt again. Getting her doctorate in psychology makes her think she knows something about this kind of thing.” He smiled. Brenna was incredibly book-smart. Mark felt mushy inside when he thought about his daughter. Both his kids actually.

“Hurt like when her mom left you.” Nodding his head, Clark looked anything but impressed. “So, why are you dating twenty-somethings? Or is that a dumb question?”

Laughing, Mark sat back in his leather chair. “Hell, you date twenty-somethings. You ought to know. Besides, I suck at relationships—my divorce made that evident.”

“Yes, I do date younger women, but I am twenty-something myself, dude.” Clark looked meditative for a moment. “I guess it would be kind of the thing for me to date this Cheryl woman. You know, get a cougar with some experience? She sounds hot. Think she’d go for me?”

Mark laughed again. “I doubt it. Cheryl seems like a woman with sense.”

“Ouch.” Clark got up and lounged toward the door. “I need to get back over to my office. Jake or Riley might come in with a hot prospect who needs their purchase verified.”

“Yea,” Mark looked at the papers littering the top of his desk, repressing a smile. “They can’t get along without you.”

“It’s probably better not to even think about that, boss,” Clark recommended with a wry smile. “You start going down that road and then you’re wondering who might do the job better.”

As the glass door closed behind Clark, Mark glanced over at the phone lying on his desk. He hadn’t spoken to Brenna lately and, since she was the reason he started on this dating-women-his-own-age-that-he-might-actually-fall-for, he probably ought to give her a report.

He lifted the cell and called her. If his memory was right, she ought to be out of class by now.

After a few rings, he heard her chipper voice. “Hi, Daddy. How’s it going?”

Sitting back in his chair, Mark held the phone to his ear and smiled toward the ceiling. The kid just did that to him—made him smile. Not that she was a little girl anymore, but he still loved her as fiercely as when she was first laid in his arms.

“Everything is fine, Bren. How are you doing?”

She sighed dramatically. “If Dr. Pench ever got her head out of her—“

“Hey!” he interrupted, chuckling. “Is that any way to speak of a woman smart enough to get you into the doctoral program?”

“Maybe not, but working for that woman is making me crazy. I mean crazier than the kids I see.”

He pushed back from his desk. “Hang in there, honey. You just gotta get your degree and when you’re a doctor, you don’t have to mess with all this professor crap.” 

His daughter sighed. “I know. She just makes me crazy. I was so glad to get the graduate position of helping her in her office—you know how I hoped to get some publishing credits—but she has this professional meeting that she’s chairing and I’m running around arranging for caterers. Not exactly what I’d hoped for.”

“I know, honey. I know,” Mark soothed.

“Hey!” Brenna changed tones suddenly as she was inclined to do. “How was your date the other night? She was nice, wasn’t she? The party planner?”

He had to laugh at the smugness in her voice. His daughter had actually made him a profile on a dating site and had gotten him names of women to contact. “Yes, Brenna. Cheryl was nice.”

“I knew she would be. Her dating profile just looked fun and she’s a great age for you, Dad.”

“What’s with you and age?” He stared into the sales floor through the glass wall. “You’re in your twenties and you’re a great catch.”

Her voice was dry. “You’re not trying to catch any of the women you date, Dad. You’re killing time—“

“And having fun,” he stuck in.

“—and at your age, you don’t have that much to kill.”

“Gee.” Smiling, Mark put a hand to his chest. “Thanks, kid.”

“I didn’t mean it like that, Dad.” Brenna sounded apologetic. “It’s just that I love you and I think you need to move on from the divorce with mom. You guys had issues—I knew that when I was in middle school—but that doesn’t mean you can’t create a strong, fulfilling relationship with the right woman.”

“You’ve been in grad school too long.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “I have, but that doesn’t change anything. You deserve to be happy and connected with a woman who’ll love you.”

“You’ll be a great psychologist.” His words were fond. “I can just hear you saying things like that to your patients.”

She chuckled in response to his remark before her tone turned more serious. “I worry about you, Dad. Mom’s doing whatever with whoever. You need to move on. That’s why I sent you those on-line profiles. You’ve got to get out there.”

Mark swiveled his desk chair around to look out the broad expanse of glass that allowed him to look outside at the parking lot filled with shiny new cars. “Honey, I don’t want you to worry about me. I had a good time with Cheryl and I’ll look at the others you sent.”

~~~********~~~
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“You arranged a rodeo for your mother’s boyfriend?” Mark guided his horse around a bush and back around to ride beside Cheryl’s mount.

When he’d called to say he wanted to see her that weekend—asking how she felt about horseback riding—she hadn’t quite known how to respond. Feeling the horse’s rhythmic gait beneath her, she tried to quell her anxiety.

“Sure. This isn’t my first rodeo—and I mean that seriously. It wasn’t the first rodeo I’ve arranged.”  Cheryl sent him an artificially-bright smile. After all, horses were lovely, regal characters. She had no reason to fear. Of course, arranging rodeos didn’t require her to actually ride a horse.

His horse walking placidly next to hers, Mark shook his head. “I hope this is a boyfriend your mother’s serious about.”

“My mother is serious about all her boyfriends—until she’s not.” Cheryl couldn’t help smiling as she said this. Her mother was a social butterfly and Cheryl should probably have taken notes all those years ago.

“When did your parent’s divorce? I mean, how old were you?”

Trying to surreptitiously shift in the uncomfortable saddle, she grasped the reins, hoping she looked like she knew what she was doing. The horse undoubtedly knew she was a novice at this, but thankfully seemed not to hold it against her. “I was just seventeen. Old enough to know what was going on; young enough to still feel worried what my parents’ divorce was going to mean for me. Kids can be really self-absorbed.”

He lifted his brows, steering his horse easily into a turn on the trail. “I have a hard time seeing you being self-absorbed. You’re always doing things for others.”

The heat of the day had just begun to drop off and Cheryl could feel the warmth of the large animal between her legs. She only hoped “Bess” knew her way back to the stables as Cheryl had been too anxious at the first of this ride to pay attention to the stable hand’s directions.

She shrugged. “Planning an event is second-nature to me now. It was no big deal to set up Mom’s boyfriend’s rodeo.”

“You weren’t too busy with this Fall Festival thing you mentioned?”

“No. The Festival is a big deal, but John’s rodeo practically planned itself.” She could tell from his smile that Mark had a hard time believing her. Sure, she took the time to set things up, but she’d already had the contacts. 

“Tell me about the Festival,” he invited. “You said something about it being for the Austin Women’s League?”

“Yes, I do a lot of their events.” She cleared her voice, feeling strained all the sudden. This was probably the moment to ask him to be her escort to the Festival. Cheryl felt awkward asking this, not because she had any difficulty inviting a guy out, but because she usually didn’t take dates to events she was working. She didn’t quite know how to frame this.

It couldn’t be helped, though. She needed a shield.

“The Fall Festival is a lot of fun,” she started. “Have you ever been to one?”

“No.

“I only ask because business people sometimes sponsor events like the Festival.” To her relief, Cheryl spied the stables ahead as they rounded a thicket of scrubby trees.

“I haven’t ever been asked. I must not know the right people.”

She shook her head. “I’m sure you must know some League members. They just haven’t gotten around to asking you to participate.”

After they dismounted, she tried to steady her legs as they left the stables, walking out into the sun again.

“I know this nice place by the Capitol that we could have an early dinner, if your game.”

Cheryl tilted her head back to look up at him as he casually draped his arm over her shoulders.

A pang of remorse hit her. Mark was a nice guy and if she’d been looking for a guy to date, he’d have certainly caught her attention. She hadn’t dated since her lumpectomy. The break up with Gil had come in the middle of her cancer crisis and dating just hadn’t seemed a priority. Even now, she had other things on her mind and breaking in a new boyfriend just sounded exhausting.

Getting on the dating site had been her defensive measure when she found out she’d be working directly with the woman Gil cheated on her with.

Unquestionably, she’d entered into this dating thing with false premises. By not spelling out her agenda, she was lying to Mark and she’d started feeling terrible about it.

She needed a date for the Fall Festival, that was certain, but inviting Mark to go and then dumping him afterwards suddenly seemed sleazy.

“Dinner sounds nice.” Cheryl managed after a moment, knowing she couldn’t go through with her plan to use him.

*
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After they’d given their order to the waiter at the tiny Italian food spot in the shadow of the Austin capitol, Mark and Cheryl sat at their intimate table off in a corner. With her head tilted slightly, she smiled at him as Mark talked lightly of a customer who’d been unhappy with some aspect of his car.

“You don’t give a crap about this, do you?” Mark laughed, realizing how uninteresting his conversation must be to someone not in the industry. “But you’re such a great, polite listener. This must be very boring.”

His date shook her head, laughing with him. “Not at all. It’s very interesting. Car sales is a far cry from what I do every day. I’m learning a lot.”

“About stuff you couldn’t care less about. Why didn’t you tell me to shut up?”

“I don’t know you well enough to tell you to shut up.” Cheryl protested.

“I’m getting the impression that you wouldn’t even say something like that to your family and close friends, much less to some guy you’ve been out with a couple of times.”

Cheryl laughed again. “You make me sound like such a push-over.”

He sat back in his chair, smiling at her. “If the shoe fits....”

“Hey!” She grinned back at him for a minute before her smile faded. “Mark...Mark, I need to talk to you about something.”

“Shoot.” He took a roll from the basket on the table, wondering what she was talking about.

“This is—this isn’t very easy to say.” Cheryl’s voice sounded strained.

She had a husband she’d forgotten to mention. She had herpes and had needed to confess before they did the deed. She needed money for a sick relative. Possibilities rolled through his mind.

Mark put his roll on the small plate in front of him, suddenly anticipating a big sell. As he dealt with most unknowns, he jumped in, saying with a broad grin, “Hey. I’m a big boy. Bring it on. I can take it.”

“Yes. Yes, you are big.” She gave a laugh that seemed a little wobbly. “Well, here goes. You—you were right about me, what you said a minute ago—I am a softy to the point of being a push-over sometimes. But I haven’t been totally straight with you.”

This didn’t feel like a pitch, but you couldn’t always tell right up front.

“Let me guess—you’re from the IRS and you’re trying to find out if I cheat on my taxes,” he teased.

“What? No.” Cheryl shook her head. “I told you about my previous boyfriend—“

“The college professor that cheated on you and left you?” Mark frowned, realizing that she was on the level and not playing an angle.

“Yes, him.” She cleared her throat, saying in a rush of words, “I-started-dating-you-just-to-have-a-guy-to-take-to-the-Fall-Festival.”

Cheryl took a deep breath. “There. I’m sorry. I haven’t been honest about this. I got on that dating site just to get a date for that one event, not for a—you know—a relationship. My ex and his slut will be at the Fall Festival and I don’t want to look pathetic. So...I-I need a date for the Festival. That’s why I got on the dating site. It was deceptive. I’m sorry. I’d just planned to go out with some guy and take him to the Festival to one-up Gil and his bitch of a girlfriend. She’s on the Festival committee and I’ve had to deal with her some, planning the event.”

Starting to smile, Mark sat back in his chair. “Seriously? That’s it? This is your deep, dark secret? That you aren’t looking for Mr. Right?”

“Yes. I mean, no. I’m not. I don’t have the time or much inclination. I was specifically looking for a date that would impress my ex and put his nose out of joint. I-I never had any intention to keep dating you. I’m sorry for misleading you.”

She looked so remorseful—hanging her head with the short, feathery curls making Cheryl look like a sexy pixie—that he felt a pang of regret himself. “Sweetie, don’t look so down.”

Mark took her hand again. “Since we’re laying our cards on the table, I should probably tell you that I haven’t been totally straight about this, either.”

Lifting her head to look at him, a tiny frown appeared between Cheryl’s brows as she pulled her hand out of his. “What do you mean you haven’t been totally straight with me?

She glared at him. “Do you have a wife or something? Son of a bitch! Infidelity is everywhere!”

“No.” He tried to keep from laughing at her words. “No, I don’t have a wife. I’m not married. I’ve always thought that cheating just gives a guy two women to worry about. I’m not interested.”
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