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Prologue


  Last Entry From Sara Thundercloud’s Diary:


  Stop it! Stop it right now! You didn’t make this happen. It’s not your fault, so stop brooding and take care of our daughter. Yes, I know it’s going to be a girl. It took me a while, but I put two and two together. Remember the two wolves? The white alpha male and the little white female cub? They were you and her, and you were saying goodbye to me. That’s why I faded away.


  I’m so sorry I had to leave you, but I’ve known this was going to happen to me since we found out about her – our little girl. I’ve seen her Jared. The Dine’é Yá let me see her. They said it was their gift to me, for what I was doing for future generations. For whatever reason, I don’t care.


  Beth is so beautiful. She has my eyes, and your temper. Her eyes can dance with fire when she’s angry. You’ll know her. You’ll share eternity with her, and our grandchildren. Eternity was not ours to share in this world, but it will be yours.


  You said once that it was destiny that drew us together. Destiny did play a role in our meeting, but not in the way you thought. My being in your life was paramount, not just to your future, but to the world’s. I bridged the gap. I provided a key to unlock endless possibilities, but I was not the girl in your dreams. I’ve always known that, and so have you, no matter how much you fought it. Oh yes, I know. The instant your eyes met hers I knew, you knew, but more importantly, so did she.


  If you must, grieve for me, but don’t wait too long. You severed your link, but she is still out there. You know it too, but you chose to follow a different path, the path beside me, and I thank you for that love. My purpose has been served. Get the missing thread back. Don’t let the fabric of time unravel and bring about the destruction of love and truth. I’m going to give you the same advice your mother gave me. Listen to your heart and it will lead you straight to her.


  I know right now you don’t think it’s possible, but you will love again. I’ve seen her too – your future mate. Yes, I’m a little jealous, but I know she’ll ease the pain my passing has caused you. I can’t tell you her name. I can’t describe her. Only these clues, she is very much a lady, her hair shines with the sun’s rays, and she’ll take you to the stars. Guess the shoe is on the other foot now.


  Everything would have been a lot easier on both of us, if you’d given in and told me what our future held. But now I know and understand the reason why you didn’t. You were right to keep it from me, because it would have made me make a choice between you and her. I could never make that choice Jared, for I would have wanted both of you. I thank you for not putting me through that, just as I will not put you through it either.


  You will try to keep me here, as long as is humanly possible. You will fight with the idea, and you would do it. You would pull that plug, but then you would live with that guilt for the rest of your life – which is going to be far longer than you believe is possible – but eventually, it would make you bitter. And your heart is not meant for bitterness. It’s meant to love, and love it will.


  I have made the choice to go on my own. I know I can do this, for you’ve taught me well. The Dine’é Yá have taught me too. Letting go of life will not be easy for me, for I wanted many long years with you. If there’s one thing they’ve taught me over these few months, it’s time is not always on our side in this world. Once you’ve made up your mind to let me go, I will slip quietly from your reality. Before dawn on your day of choosing, while you’re sleeping, with our daughter resting beside you as I have so many nights, I will leave you. I will not make you make that choice.


  Try not to be too sad. I’m not that far away. With each morning sunrise, you’ll see my face. As you lay your head to rest, I will watch over you while you sleep. My kiss will be on the breeze. Goodbye is not forever. Love is forever as mine is yours.


  Sara loves Jared FOREVER!


   




  Chapter 1


  Jared Thundercloud unlocked the door and stepped inside the lobby of his private recording studio at Wisteria Hall. He wasn’t prepared for the flood of emotions that quickly overwhelmed him. Old wounds opened, and the blood from the past flowed like a river. His eyes glossed. He switched on the lights and closed the door.


  Entering the control room, he could still see her there; smiling at him through the soundproof glass. Sara was always smiling. Sarabeth, his daughter, and the memory of Sara’s smile were what made Jared’s life bearable. Every time he looked at his daughter; Sara was smiling back at him. She was almost a replica of her mother, but Sara was right. Sarabeth inherited Jared’s temper.


  The memories were still fresh. Except for short visits to make sure everything was running smoothly; Jared hadn’t been back to Wisteria Hall. Several times he considered selling out, but when he was close to closing the deal; Jared backed out. The reason for this visit was clear in his mind. After six years, he couldn’t take it anymore. Steve, Lucy and Carl, would soon arrive, and he would break the news to them. 


  ------------


  Jared was playing his piano when the other three band members arrived. Carl knocked; Jared was so wrapped up in his grief, he didn’t hear. Carl knocked again, on the door facing, but again, Jared didn’t notice. As they approached him, they saw the reason why. Jared’s eyes were fixed on the ivory keys, lost in a world, somewhere beyond reality.


  Carl loudly cleared his throat. Steve and Lucy stepped forward. Lucy gently touched his shoulder. “Jared…?”


  Jared’s head jerked up; he smiled. He stood and hugged her. “Hi Luce.” He gave Steve and Carl a firm handshake.


  “So, how you been Pal?” Steve asked. “We don’t see much of you anymore.”


  Jared sighed. “Yeah… and after this visit, you probably won’t see me for an even longer time.”


  Carl pulled up a chair, sat astride it, and propped his elbows across the back. “What do you mean Jared? What about our annual convention in August? We’re still doing that – aren’t’ we?”


  Jared stood and motioned to his piano stool. “Steve. Luce. Have a seat.”


  Lucy and Steve shared a troubled look. “I don’t like the sound of this, Pal,” Steve said.


  “Me either,” Lucy added, directing her attention to Jared.


  He pulled up another chair and folded his arms across the back of it. “Steve. Luce. Carl,” he sighed. “I can’t do it anymore. Something has to give. I just can’t keep everything going and devote the time to Sarabeth that she deserves. Apart from that, since Sara died…” he paused and swallowed hard. “I just don’t have the heart for it. I’ve made a decision not to perform anymore.”


  “You’re busting up the band.” Carl made it a statement.


  Jared shook his head. “No. I’m leaving the band. If you guys wanna keep going, go for it, but I’m done. Feel free to use the studio as often as you want, just take care of everything.”


  Lucy frowned. “Jared… if you quit – it was bad enough without Sara. If you quit, what’s the use?”


  “Without Jared Thundercloud, there is no ‘Raging Storm’,” Steve stated. “The band was your dream. You brought us all together.”


  Jared sighed deeply. “Don’t quit on my account. You guys can make it on your own. My dream for the band died with Sara.”


  Lucy swallowed hard and touched his arm. “It’s been six years Jared. Maybe you should consider… you know….”


  Jared scoffed. “…Find someone else?”


  “Well – yeah!” Steve interjected.


  Jared narrowed his eyes and scoffed again.


  “Jared… you know Sara wouldn’t want you to give up like this,” Lucy said in a persuasive voice. “Sara knew Beth would need a mother.”


  Jared tightened his jaw. “She has two! My mother and Myra.”


  “Jared… you need someone. Being alone has made you bitter.”


  “Maybe I like it that way,” Jared growled. “Maybe I don’t want to find anybody else!”


  Lucy’s breath caught in her throat. “OK Jared.” She pressed her cheek to Steve’s shoulder.


  Steve wrapped an arm around Lucy’s shoulders and glared at Jared. “She’s right, Pal. You’re not yourself.”


  Jared groaned and shoved a hand through his long black hair. “I’m sorry Luce. I didn’t mean it – I just - shit!” He scoffed and crouched in front of her. He took one of her hands, leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry, honey.”


  “We lost her too Jared…” Lucy’s voice broke.


  “I know, honey, I know. I’ll tell you what.  I’ll be here for a little while, but I don’t like leaving Beth alone too long.”


  “Where is she? Why didn’t you bring her with you?”


  “Because she loved the band as much as her mother did. I didn’t want her to be here, when I told you. I’ll tell her when I get back to Arizona.”


  Carl sighed deeply. “So, it’s really gonna happen. Raging Storm is disbanding. Couldn’t we keep it together, at least until after the convention?”


  “Yeah,” Steve commented. “One last performance. Give the fans something to remember us by, before we all fade gracefully, into the sunset of stardom.”


  Jared smiled. “I’ll think about it.”


  “Well, don’t take too long to decide. Since we haven’t been practicing regularly, as much as we used to, my voice might need a bit of oil,” Steve joked.


  Jared flashed Steve his cocky grin. “Your voice needed oiling a long time ago.”


  “You don’t miss it Jared? Not even, just a little bit?” Lucy pressed.


  Jared sighed and grinned again. “Yeah, Luce, sometimes I miss it, but you know what I can’t stand? What scares me the most?”


  “What, Jared?”


  “That empty space beside me, when I walk out on stage. The absence of her angelic voice singing in perfect harmony with mine. I just don’t know….” Jared’s cell phone rang. He glanced at the name, rolled his eyes toward the ceiling and accepted the call. He flashed Lucy a warning glare. “Hi Kimmie….” 


  “Hi Jared. I heard you were back in town.”


  He arched an eyebrow, his steely glare still locked on Lucy’s innocent looking face. “Really? I can’t imagine how you found out. How are you Kim?”


  “Not bad. How about you?”


  Jared sighed. “Oh… I’m surviving.”


  “What are you doing tonight?”


  “Just chilling – hanging out with Steve, Luce, and Carl. Thinking about, maybe practicing for a while – convention’s coming up.”


  A slow smile spread across Lucy’s mouth.


  “Can I come over? I’d love to hear you sing again. You don’t perform much these days.”


  Jared tightened his jaw, drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yeah – sure – come on over.”


  Kim’s voice rose an octave. “Really?”


  “Yeah,” Jared snorted. “Might as well make the best of it.”


  ------------


  “Why don’t you perform anymore, Jared?”


  “No time Kimmie. Got a little girl to raise, and believe me, she’s a handful. She keeps us all on our toes.”


  “I’ll bet.” Kim smiled and nibbled on the end of her ink pen cover. She sketched Jared’s name in block letters on her scratch pad. “Where – ah - where is Beth?” she fished.


  “She’s with my mother and dad. I hadn’t planned on staying too long - just ‘til Sunday evening. This is kind of a business trip.”


  “I see…” Kim grinned with satisfaction. “…But you will be here the whole weekend,” she stressed.


  “Yeah… why?”


  Kim nibbled her lower lip and scribbled little hearts around Jared’s name. “I need a favor.”


  “What kind of favor… Kimmie?”


  “I’ll talk to you about it tonight. See you in about… an hour?”


  “Make it thirty-minutes. I’ll fire up the grill – we’ll have a cookout. Then you can listen to us practice. Who knows… you and I might do one or two for old times’ sake. I gotta run babe.”


  “Great, I’ll….”


  Jared never waited for anyone to respond. When he finished talking, he disconnected the call.


  “…See you then,” Kim finished with a sigh of exasperation.


  ------------


  “You guys start setting things up.” Jared put his cell phone away and headed for the door. “I’ll be right back.”


  “What’s up?” Lucy asked.


  Jared narrowed his eyes and grinned. “Don’t try acting all innocent on me Luce. I know you told Kim I was coming.”


  Lucy pressed her lips into a thin line and softly smiled. “Well… I did see her at the grocery store Wednesday evening,” she hedged. “I may’ve let it slip that you might… be here this weekend. But, I didn’t tell her to call you,” she added quickly.


  Jared grinned, walked back and kissed Lucy’s forehead. “Help these two dimwits get the equipment set up. I’m gonna get the grill started and let Gerald and Cassie know we’re having a cookout.” His cell phone rang again. A bright smile lit Jared’s face as he crossed the back garden to the house. He accepted the video call. “Hi sweetheart. I was wondering how long it would be before you called. How’s my little girl?”


  Sarabeth rolled her eyes and sighed. “I’m not a little girl Daddy! I’m seven years old.”


  Jared grinned. “Yeah, sure, all right Miss Smarty-pants. What did you need?”


  “Did you find her?”


  Jared frowned. “Find who, sweetheart?”


  “The woman!”


  “What woman, Beth. I didn’t come here looking for….”


  “…The one Mommy wrote about in her diary,” she blurted.


  Jared groaned. “No, Sarabeth. I didn’t find the lady Mommy wrote about in her diary because I didn’t come here to look for her. How did you know about that?”


  Sarabeth giggled. “Grandma….”


  Jared opened the cabinet under the grill and took out a bag of charcoal briquettes. “Hang on a second, sweetheart.” He laid his cell phone on the table next to the grill.


  “What’s that noise, Daddy?”


  “Just me putting some charcoal on the grill. Aunt Lucy, Uncle Steve and Uncle Carl are here. We’re gonna have a cookout. Then we’re gonna practice a while.”


  “Awe… I wish I was there,” she whined. “Why wouldn’t you let me go with you, Daddy?”


  “Beth, we discussed this before I left. This was not a pleasure trip. Daddy is here on business.”


  “When are you coming back?”


  “Like I told you… I’m leaving Sunday evening. Daddy needs to go back to work on Monday so he can take care of the sick people. Remember?”


  Sarabeth rolled her eyes again. “You don’t have to talk to me like a baby, Daddy, honestly.”


  Jared rolled up the empty charcoal bag and put it in the garbage can. He lit the grill, reached for the garden hose and washed the soot off his hands. He closed the lid, adjusted the damper and grabbed his cell phone. “You still there?”


  “Yes, Daddy, but I have to go soon. We’re going horseback riding,” she chimed.


  “I need to speak with Grandma, Beth.”


  “OK. I love you Daddy….”


  “Daddy loves you too, sweetheart.”


  “Here’s Grandma.”


  Nadine’s face came on the screen. “Hi Jared. How’s it going? Were Gerald and Cassie glad to see you?”


  “Yes, Mother….”


  “How about the rest of the band? Have you decided what you’re gonna do about Raging Storm? I think it’s a shame to….”


  “…Mother?” he interjected.


  Nadine grinned knowingly. “Yes, Jared?”


  “Mother, why did you let Sarabeth read Sara’s diary?”


  “She wanted to. She’s curious about her mother, Jared. We were watching some of Raging Storm’s old videos. You know.  The ones you converted to DVD for me?”


  “Yes, Mother, but there’s no mention of the diary on any of them.”


  “Alright, if you must know, I told her. I thought it would be a better way for her to learn about Sara. Beth deserves to know, Jared. You can’t deny who you are. Sara left the diary behind for a reason, son.”


  “Mother,” Jared forced between his teeth. “I don’t want Beth thinking I didn’t love her mother because I did! And I still do. Stop putting ideas in my daughter’s head. Sarabeth doesn’t need to know about… you know.”


  “No… she doesn’t, but if she asks me, I’m not gonna lie to her. She asked your father what a perfect match was and….”


  “…Oh, for the love of – Mother! Beth is seven years old. She doesn’t understand anything about that stuff. I’m not even sure I believe it myself. Sara was my….”


  “…Perfect match? Wake up Jared. After everything that’s happened to you, and to Beth. How long are you gonna keep denying what you already know?”


  Jared groaned and shoved a hand through the front of his hair. “Mother! It’s been six years. I can’t just knock on her door!”


  “…Yes you can! You know where she works, Jared. What’s it gonna harm, just to talk to her?”


  “OK, Mother, OK! If I run into her, I will talk to her. If I don’t….”


  Nadine sighed. “OK Jared. It’s your life. I can’t tell you how to live it.”


  Jared grinned. “I’m glad you finally realised that. I love you Mother. I have to run now. I’ve got company coming over and she’ll – they’ll be here any minute.”


  “She? You have a date?”


  Jared sighed in exasperation. “No Mother. I don’t have a date. Lucy saw Kim at the grocery store yesterday and mentioned I would be in Shreveport for the weekend. She called to see how I was doing, and when she found out we were practicing, she wanted to….”


  “…Kim? The girl who used to be your receptionist at the clinic?”


  “Yes, Mother, but….”


  “...Jared, just… have a good time. Say hello to the others for me. And Jared…?”


  “Yes, Mother?”


  “Make an effort to speak to her.”


  Jared grinned wryly. “She’s coming to my house, Mother, I can’t just ignore her. Of course, I’ll speak to her.”


  “That was not what I meant, and you know it!”


  Jared softly chuckled. “I know. I love you Mother. Bye.” He disconnected the call before Nadine could object.


  Gerald met him in the conservatory. He motioned with his head. “I see you’ve started the grill. Should I tell Cassie to prepare some steaks and …?”


  Jared held up a hand. “…No. I’ve got this covered. I’m just gonna make some hotdogs. Tell Cassie to make some potato salad, and maybe some strawberry shortcake for dessert. We’re just having a small get together. Kim Gentry is on her way over.”


  “You should enjoy your guests. Cassie and I will take care of the meal. Would you like me to serve some ice teas?”


  “Better make it a pitcher,” Jared responded. “And thanks.” He went back to the studio and sat down at his piano. “If we’re gonna do this convention, let’s get busy.”


  ------------


  Kim Gentry knocked on the music studio door, but Jared and the band were in full swing. Steve and Lucy were singing a duet. Kim walked into the studio, folded her arms across her chest and waited by the entrance until they finished the number. She entered the room applauding. “You guys are still as good as you ever were, especially you, Jared.” She grinned. “I thought you said we were gonna eat and then practice.


  “We’re not really practicing Kimmie. Were just messing around. Pull up a chair.”


  ------------


  The practice session lasted another half hour. Jared and Kim sang a couple of songs together, but that was all Jared could take. Kim’s voice just didn’t blend well with his, but then he hadn’t expected it to. Carl, Steve and Lucy, left around eight-thirty. Kim didn’t look as though she were anywhere near ready to leave.


  Jared hadn’t socialised a lot lately. He enjoyed his visit with Kim, but by nine or so, he’d lost interest, and was yawning. “Kimmie…” he covered his mouth and yawned again. “I hate to do this, but I’m gonna have to turn in early tonight.”


  Kim frowned. “Are you kidding? It’s not even ten, Jared. We used to stay up till the wee hours of the morning.”


  Jared grinned. “Yeah, but you haven’t driven nonstop from Wickenburg to Shreveport today either.”


  Kim sighed deeply. “I suppose. Walk me to my car?” She reached for Jared’s hand.


  He pulled it away and rested it behind Kim’s back. “Sure… I can do that.” He urged her to the front door. 


  Kim was still stalling. As they approached her car, she turned and put her arms around Jared’s neck. “It really is nice to see you again.” She stepped closer.


  Jared drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. He untangled her arms and held her hands in front of him. He swallowed hard. “Kim… babe… I’m sorry, but – this just – well, it’s not gonna happen between us.” He reached around her and opened the car door.


  Kim got in and reached for the ignition. “Oh! I almost forgot about the favor.”


  Jared glanced at the ground, sighed deeply again and looked up. He groaned inwardly. “What is it?”


  “You remember Susan Tanner? The receptionist who screwed your former partner and got pregnant, so he would marry her?”


  “Kim, I didn’t gossip, but I knew part of the story – why?”


  “Well… I sorta put my foot about six inches down my throat. She was nagging me about who I was bringing to the Convention tomorrow night….”


  Jared arched an eyebrow. “Right….”


  “And, I sorta… well… I told her I was bringing you. Please, Jared?  Look, you don’t have to cling to me, or anything. I just need you to show up with me, say something to Susan and maybe dance a couple of dances with me. That’s all. In fact, you don’t even have to pick me up. I’ll meet you there. As soon as we’ve talked with Susan, we’ll leave. You can go your way, and I’ll go mine.”


  Jared groaned. “Kimmie… you know that’s not how I do things. What time does it start?”


  “You’ll do it?”


  “Yeah Kim. I’ll save your butt this time, but don’t try anything. If you do, I’ll walk away and leave you standing there.”


  Kim narrowed her eyes. “Boy – you sure have changed.”


  “No, I haven’t Kimmie. That’s what being in love and having a family does to you. You should try it sometime, instead of passing yourself off like you do.”


  Kim’s mouth gaped. “You didn’t have to insult me, Jared.”


  He scoffed and looked at the ground again. “I’m sorry Kim. I’m just really tired. Now, do you want me to take you to this convention or not?”


  “Yeah, Jared. It’s at the same place, and at the same time as it’s always been. Some things change. Some things don’t.”


  “OK, Kimmie. I’ll pick you up around six-thirty.”


  Kim rolled her eyes and groaned. “I’ll look forward to it,” she said with sarcasm and drove off. 


  Jared watched her car until it was out of sight. He glanced up at the night sky and went back into the house. He switched off the porch light and went into the living room.


  Cassie brought him in a steaming cup of goan and sat beside him on the sofa. Jared turned. “What’s on your mind, Cassie?”


  “Dr. Thundercloud…” she ventured timidly. “Do I need to start looking for a new place to live?”


  Jared frowned. “No! Why on earth would you ask?”


  “It’s just that, well, I,” she paused briefly. “Gerald and I have been talking. We enjoy you being home, more than you realize, but every time you come back, it seems like you’re bringing less and less of your soul with you. If being here is too much of a reminder for you, don’t you think it would be better if you sold Wisteria Hall?”


  Jared groaned and shoved a hand through his hair. His eyes glossed. “I’ve tried Cassie. I’ve been ready to close the deal, but I just… I just can’t let it go. I keep hoping that. Oh never mind,” he snorted.


  “Dr. Thundercloud… Jared… I love you. You’ve been like a son to me, and you’ve always treated me kindly. It hurts me to see you this way. You can’t just stop living. You have to find a way to move on. We all lose those we love. It’s part of living, but the quality of life we live after they’re gone is how we honour those loved ones. I loved Miss Sara, but she’s gone, and nothing is gonna change that. She wouldn’t want you to do this to yourself. You know that.”


  Jared sighed. “I know, Cassie.”


  She smiled and patted his hand. “Get on with life, Jared, while you still can. Did you need anything else?”


  “No, I’m fine Cassie. You and Gerald can go on to bed.”


  “Well, don’t stay up too long yourself. I’m making my blueberry muffins in the morning for breakfast. You haven’t had them in a while, and I’d like you to be awake, so you can get one as soon as they come out of the oven. Now drink your goan. I’ll see you in the morning.”


  “All right. Goodnight Cassie.” Jared stretched an arm across the back of the sofa and sipped his goan.  He glanced at the whipped cream, and sprinkles of fresh nutmeg on top and smiled. “I could never let you and Gerald go.”


  Jared finished his goan and took the cup into the kitchen. He rinsed it out and put it in the dishwasher. He walked out back, over the grassy knoll and sat on the ground by the pond. He laced his fingers behind his head and laid back, staring up at the stars. “Somebody, please, give me a sign,” he mused. “I’m stumbling in the dark here.”


  A shooting star flashed, trailed over his head and fell toward the city.


   




  Chapter 2


  Dr. Donna Rigden took a shower, slipped on her pajamas and headed for the kitchen. There was a knock on the door; she stopped and turned. She groaned. “Whoever it is…” she tossed over her shoulder, “…go away and let me die in peace!”


  “It’s me,” a familiar voice answered back.


  Donna sighed deeply. “Didn’t you see enough of me at work?”


  Juanita stepped inside and pressed the back of her hand to Donna’s forehead. She frowned. “You’re a little warm. Have you checked your temperature?”


  Donna rolled her eyes and stepped aside. “I don’t need a thermometer to tell me when I have a fever.” She shut the door. Juanita followed her into the kitchen. Donna filled the kettle with water and set it on the stove. “I was about to make a cup of chicken soup. Want one?”


  “Sure.” Juanita perched on one of the barstools in front of the snack bar. “Why don’t you take the day off tomorrow and rest up so you’ll be ready for tomorrow night?”


  Donna frowned. “Tomorrow night?”


  Juanita’s eyes widened. “Don’t tell me you forgot. You promised to go with me.”


  Donna closed her eyes and groaned. “The Convention! God – do I have to go? Can’t you go by yourself?”


  Juanita narrowed her eyes. “Don-na! You wouldn’t!”


  She laughed, started coughing and almost lost her breath. She held up a finger and took a couple sips of water. “I was kidding. With any luck, I’ll die in my sleep tonight.”


  “You really feel that bad?”


  “It’s allergies and Forrest’s disgusting cigars. I can’t breathe when he’s around. I avoid him when I can.” She handed Juanita her soup. “Careful – it’s hot.”


  “People avoid him, whether they like his cigars or not.”


  Donna perched on another barstool and gingerly sipped her soup. “Probably.” Her cell phone chimed. “That’s Richard,” she groaned. “Think if I ignore him, he’ll go away?”


  Juanita laughed. “Probably not, but you could try….”


  Donna took a couple more sips of her soup. Her cell phone chimed again. “He’s not gonna stop until I answer it, is he?”


  Juanita grinned over the top of her cup and shook her head. Donna pressed accept; she laughed. “Listen to this. It’s no good ignoring me. I know you’re not in bed. Workaholics don’t sleep. I should know. I’m one too.”


  Juanita laughed again. “He’s got you pegged.” Donna typed out her reply. “How did you respond?”


  “I said, ‘Ha, ha, ha. You should be in bed, Dr. Triplet’, and then I stuck my tongue out at him – smiley style.” Donna put her cell phone down. “What time are we leaving tomorrow night?”


  Juanita rinsed her cup and put it in the dishwasher. “I’d like to leave here, no later than six. We may have trouble finding a parking space. They’re supposed to have live entertainment this year so there will be dancing.”


  Donna groaned and rested her forehead on the snack bar. “You can dance. I’ll sit in the shadows and nurse my allergies.” She lifted her head, sneezed and blew her nose loudly. She laid her head back on the snack bar. “How’s Aunt Clara?”


  Juanita sighed. “Not good Donna. I’m afraid I’m gonna have to put her in a home. I’m working fulltime at D’Netics and part-time at the hospital, and I still can’t pay the bills. You haven’t mentioned anything to Gary about her. Have you?”


  “You told me not to. Do you want me to tell him?”


  Juanita drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “No.”


  “What are you doing on Sunday? I’ve gotta drive down to Hornbeck. It’s been over a month since I was there. I thought, maybe you may like to ride down there with me.”


  “I’d love to, but I can’t. I’m gonna spend the day with Mama, or I would. Going to the cemetery?”


  “I can’t stay away too long. I have to make sure Granny’s grave is being kept up. I feel guilty, being all the way up here.”


  “Donna, your grandmother understands. You can’t drive down there every day. You could’ve buried her in Shreveport, but you honoured her wish, to be buried by your granddad.”


  “Sometimes, it’s just too much for me Juanita. I’ve lost everyone I love. My parents, my grandparents - even Gary. I don’t wanna lose anybody else.” She snorted. “I mean, who have I got left, but you?” Her cell phone chimed again. She groaned.


  Juanita slid it next to Donna’s finger tips. “You haven’t lost him, and you’ll never lose me.” She stood and stroked the top of Donna’s head. “Talk to him honey. Allow yourself to love. Not everybody walks away from you.”


  She laid her hand over Juanita’s. Her dark brown eyes glossed. “I’m sorry. I guess it’s everything going on at work. I don’t know how much more of that bastard I can stand. Why couldn’t things have stayed the way they were? I mean, Wilson is no angel, but we’ve always managed to get along. There’s no reasoning with Forrest. I promised Granny, I would find a way to end some of the suffering. It hurt so much, to sit and watch her wither away, Juanita. She was such… a strong woman. Nothing fazed her. Nothing upset her. Nothing… but time could break her iron will. Since I was nine years old, I depended on her, and she was there – always. Then, when she got sick, and she depended on me - I guess I never expected her to grow old and feeble. When she needed me the most… I let her down.”


  “No you didn’t! She knows that. Now,” Juanita paused and cleared her throat, “…you stop this, or you’ll get me started.”


  Donna sighed. “I guess I’m feeling sorry for myself.” She turned her head and looked up at Juanita. “Do you want me to go with you to visit your mother? I can postpone my trip to Hornbeck another week.”


  Juanita’s throat burned with uncried tears, but she couldn’t afford to lose it. “No… I know how much you love her. You’re suffering enough. Besides, chances are, she wouldn’t recognize you anyway. Sometimes she doesn’t even know me. When I look at her, it scares me. I’m afraid one day, I’m gonna wake up, and that’ll be me. If that happens….”


  “Why don’t you let me run a profile on you and find out for sure? In fact… you don’t need me. You can run the test yourself. At least you would know for sure.”


  Juanita sighed deeply. “I guess because I don’t wanna know. Anyway…” she said, changing the subject, “…I’d better run and let you get some sleep. Honestly, Donna, stop beating yourself up over your grandmother, and my mother. I’m afraid there’s no hope for Mama, and you did everything humanly possible to save your grandmother, to help her, to make her life more bearable, and she knew this. You didn’t… let her down, any more than I’ve let Mama down. No matter how much we’d like to, we can’t save the entire world in a single lifetime. We’re only doctors.”


  Donna tightened her jaw. “I can try!”


  Juanita smiled. “I know, and so can I. Now, take something for your stuffy nose. Go to bed…” Donna’s cell phone chimed again. Juanita laughed. “…and, whatever you do, answer that man. I’ll see you tomorrow. Do you still wanna ride with me in the morning?”


  Donna wrapped her fingers around her cell phone. “Yeah – if you don’t mind. That way if Forrest has one of his wild ideas to make me work late, I’ll have an excuse to say no.”


  Juanita smiled again. “OK. Do what I said. Go to bed. I’ll let myself out.”


  Donna stood and slipped her cell phone in the pocket of her robe. She yawned, rinsed her cup out and put it in the dishwasher. She laid her cell phone on the nightstand and crawled between the sheets. As she reached to turn off the lamp, the cell phone rang. She sighed deeply and unlocked it. 


  “Donna? Are you OK? When you didn’t text me back, I got concerned.”


  “I’m fine Richard,” she pushed through her teeth and twitched her nose. “Hang on a second.” She reached for a tissue, but sneezed into her hand before she could get it. “I’m back.”


  “You sound awful….”


  Donna scoffed. “And here was me, thinking you’d be the one to cheer me up.”


  Richard chuckled. “Poor baby. What’s wrong – bad day?”


  “You have no idea,” Donna simpered and sniffed again.


  Richard laughed. “Tell me about it….”


  ------------


  When Donna got off the phone with Richard, and managed to close her eyes, it was well after midnight. He soon would have to think about getting up for work, but he’d achieved his goal. Despite her constant sneezing, gloomy mood, and sarcastic attitude, he’d made Donna laugh; worth another night’s sleep. 


  Richard didn’t care if he were late for work. It was a common occurrence for him. He knew his best friend, Dr. Gary Browne, Donna Rigden’s cousin; who also happened to be his immediate supervisor, would growl and grumble, but what more could Gary do to the boss’s son – fire him? Not likely! When Richard got into trouble, Sir Richard pulled up the rug and began sweeping.


  Because of Richard’s popularity, and obvious eligible bachelorhood, keeping his female acquaintances pacified, including the one across the Atlantic was a full-time job. He’d whittled the number down, but he still had more ‘girlfriends’ than he needed. Everyone loved Richard; sweet, kind, understanding, and stinking rich. The perfect combination, but most of his ladies were someone to pass the time with. He kept his options open for one special person. If an opportunity presented itself, Richard would jump on it. If it meant using his good looks and money clip, it didn’t bother Richard. Money was a means to an end, another tool at his disposal. 


  If Richard had known, Donna didn’t want money, or power. She wanted a man who was faithful and willing to sacrifice his soul to possess her love. Someone who could bring her to her knees and take her to the stars.


  ------------


  Donna slept for a couple of hours. An unpleasant dream woke her with a start. She warily scanned the room with wide eyes; she could hear her heart was pounding in her ears. Until she was completely awake, Donna couldn’t breathe. It felt as though a weight pressing down on her chest. She leaned her back against the headboard and checked the time on her cell phone. “Great – another sleepless night. Forrest is driving me to an early grave. Something has to give, and soon! Why do I keep having nightmares about my mother, and Forrest, and Missy? Who’s the man in the mist? Is he real, or another figment of my vivid imagination? Donna… you’re going nuts!” She scoffed. “Maybe I’m nuts already, and I just don’t know it yet.”


   




  Chapter 3


  It wasn’t another unpleasant dream, or the alarm clock on her cell phone which woke Donna. It was a thunderous noise sounding as though someone, were trying to break down the door. She bolted upright in the middle of the bed. Slipping on her robe, she skittered across the floor. Another volley of banging roared through her head. “Take it easy!” she grumbled. “It’s a door, not a timpani drum!”


  Juanita burst into the room. “I need to borrow your curling iron!”


  Donna inhaled slowly and cleared her throat. “You’re early.”


  “We’ve got thirty minutes before we have to be in Forrest’s stupid staff meeting.”


  Donna closed her eyes and groaned. “Shit! I must’ve slept through the alarm.” She glanced at her watch. “Damn! It must’ve been the decongestant I took. It wasn’t supposed to make me drowsy. Grab the curling iron. I’ve gotta take a quick shower. It’s in the top right hand drawer of my dresser.” She made a dash for the bathroom.


  “I’ll bring it back when I’m done.”


  “Keep it!” Donna shouted over the shower. “I seldom use it anyway.”


  “I’ll pick you up in….”


  “…Just get ready and come back. I should be out of the shower by the time you get your hair done!”


  “Do you want me to make us some toast when I get back?”


  “No! We’ll grab something from the cafeteria. I don’t feel like looking for a new job today, and the way I feel, if Forrest starts… I’ll have to!”


  “Right! See you in a few.” Juanita left.


  Donna reached for her blouse, squealed and jumped back. “Where in the hell are you things getting in?” She cautiously reached for her New Scientist on the edge of the dresser, swatted the wasp and flushed it down the commode. She stood in front of the full length mirror. Pulling part of her hair into a half pony tail, she tied it off and smoothed the rest down. She pulled the back of her long dark hair, which hung to the top of her hips, over her shoulder and brushed out the ends. She pressed the handle of the brush to her lips and frowned. “This makes two this week. These damn bugs are getting in here somehow. Maybe I should call an exterminator.”


  There was a knock. Donna grabbed her cell phone and purse and swung her laptop case strap over her shoulder. “On my way!” she called out.


  She headed for the stairs; Juanita pulled her in the other direction. “No - we don’t have time.” 


  Donna’s eyes widened; she stopped at the elevator doors. Her heart pounded. “I’ll meet you downstairs!”


  Juanita laughed. “Not when I’m driving. Come on chicken!”


  Donna swallowed hard and stepped into the elevator, glancing around nervously.  Juanita pressed the bottom floor and the doors slid shut. Donna’s breath caught; she grabbed the hand rail with a death grip. Juanita shook her head and sighed. Donna frowned. “What?”


  Juanita motioned with her head. “Your knuckles are turning white.”


  “I don’t like tight places – remember?”


  “Or spiders, or snakes, or wasps, or….”


  Donna held up a hand and glared at Juanita. “I get the picture.”


  “Yeah, Donna. And I could understand some of it, but you go weak at the sight of blood.”


  “Only if it’s mine!” she protested.


  Juanita’s car doors opened with a chirp. “Donna, you’re terrified of needles. Why did you ever become a doctor?”


  Donna buckled her seatbelt. “Do you want me to go with you to the Convention, or not?”


  Juanita waited for the light and pulled onto the street. She laughed. “So you’re gonna resort to blackmail?”


  Donna chuckled. “If I have to. Listen,” she said, changing the subject. “Are wasps and yellow jackets getting into your apartment?”


  Juanita turned her radio on. As always, it was tuned to KWKH, a country and western station. She adjusted the volume down so they could talk. “No – why?”


  The DJ announced the list of performers for the upcoming Country and Western Convention. Donna strained her ears, listening for a particular name, but the volume was so low she couldn’t understand what they were saying. “Could you turn it up a little?”


  Juanita frowned and reached for the knob. “I didn’t think you liked country music.”


  “I don’t, normally,” she shushed.


  ‘Because of a photograph taken yesterday by a fan near his home at Cross Lake, rumours have been spreading fast around town that country and western heartthrob, Jared Thundercloud of ‘Raging Storm’ may be making a comeback. If this is the case, who’ll take Sara Foster’s place as lead female vocalist for the band? Wonder if it’ll be pretty blonde-haired Lucy Ripley, Jared’s former female vocalist. I’m sure he could have his pick. We still do not know whether ‘Raging Storm’ will be performing at the convention this year. Now, let’s get some music going for all you unfortunate people out there on your way to work….’


  Donna frowned and sighed. “Why don’t they ever say something meaningful?”


  Juanita pulled up to the security gate at D’Netics and waited. “What do you mean?”


  Donna sighed again. “Oh – never mind.”


  Juanita parked the car. “We’d better run, and I’m afraid you’ll have to ride the elevator up, or we’re not gonna make it.”


  Donna grabbed her purse and laptop. “You know, I’m beginning to hate GW Forrest. Maybe I should look for another job. I don’t suppose you’d be interested in moving to New York or London?”


  “Donna, I can’t move Mama.”


  “Hi Missy,” Donna smiled. “Has the meeting started? I over… over…” she sneezed. “…slept,” she finished with a groan.


  Melissa Hart, Kevin Wilson and GW Forrest’s personal secretary leaned forward, keeping her voice low. “You didn’t get the memo? The meeting was over less than an hour ago. I tried calling your cell phone. Forrest is furious. He expects you to work late tonight to make up for it - without pay.”


  Donna tightened her jaw. “I’m not working late tonight! If Forrest doesn’t like it, he can ram it up his ass.”


  “You don’t know what kind of man he is.”


  Donna grinned. “No, Missy… he doesn’t know what kind of bitch I can be – especially right now. I’ve been meaning to ask, when does my contract come up for renewal?”


  “First of September, why? Are you leaving D’Netics?”


  Donna sighed. “I don’t know how much more of this I can stand, Missy. I used to love my job – I mean – I still do, but, if I can’t come to some kind of compromise with Forrest, I just don’t see how I can stay.”


  “Have you talked to Mr. Wilson?”


  “It wouldn’t do any good?”


  “It couldn’t hurt to try. Wilson seems to be the only person Forrest listens to these days. Do you want me to set up a meeting?”


  “No. I’ll talk to Mr. Wilson when I see him. I don’t want this to get back to Forrest. When I decide to leave, I don’t want him knowing anything about it until I’m ready to resign.”


  Melissa studied Donna’s eyes. “You’re serious about this?”


  “Yes Missy. I’m dead serious. I’ve bent over backwards to satisfy the bastard. He’s changed my work schedule. He’s changed my hours. He’s added extra work on me, and it doesn’t have anything to do with the research I was working on before he took over. And, what pisses me off the most is he never answers any of my questions.”


  Juanita scoffed. “Forrest doesn’t tell us peons anything.”


  Melissa chuckled. “You got that right. I’m his personal secretary, and I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t even know why I’m here.”


  Donna glanced at her watch and turned to Juanita. “We’re not officially on the clock for another fifteen minutes. I’m ready for some breakfast. Missy, tell Mr. Forrest if he needs me, I’ll be in the cafeteria, but warn him I’m not at my best until I’ve had my morning coffee.” She frowned and twitched her nose. “Not again!” She grabbed a tissue, from the box on Melissa’s desk and sneezing into it three times. “You know what? Don’t tell him anything. Do I have any sick leave?”


  Melissa laughed. “You really want to piss him off, don’t you?”


  “No, not really, but I feel like last week’s road kill. I haven’t slept right in over a week, which is probably why I’ve got this stupid cold. At first, I thought it was just allergies, but now I’m not so sure.”


  “Do you want me to run you home?” Juanita offered.


  “No! Forrest might own the building, Wilson might be my boss, but I’m your supervisor and your doctor. You’re not feeling well, and as your doctor, I’m ordering your supervisor to give you the day off – so there.” She turned to Melissa. “If Mr. Forrest doesn’t like it – tell him to fire me. Right now, I don’t give a rat’s ass.”


  “If you two are taking the day off, I’m leaving town. I don’t want to be the one who tells him.”


  “Where is he?”


  “He had a doctor’s appointment. The only reason I knew, was because I made it for him.”


  Donna sighed. “Then don’t tell him. Wait ’till he asks about me. With any luck, it’ll be close to quitting time, and you won’t have to listen to him yell long. We’ll see you on Monday, Missy.” She grabbed Juanita’s upper arm.


  Melissa stood. “Wait!” Donna shared a look with Juanita and slowly turned, waiting. “I almost forgot. Ricky – I mean Richard wants you to ring him. He said he tried ringing your cell phone, but couldn’t get an answer.”


  Donna rolled her eyes. “Really? Nothing came through on my cell phone.” Her eyes widened. She reached into her pocket. “Probably because I turned it off when I got through talking to him last night.” She grinned.


  Juanita chuckled. “That would explain why you didn’t hear your alarm.”


  Donna stuck her tongue out at Juanita. “Thanks Missy.” She escorted Juanita down the hall to the stairs.  Juanita didn’t argue with her; Forrest wouldn’t use the stairs.


  “We’re actually doing this?”


  Donna grinned and nodded. “Yep!”


  “So, are you spending the day with me, or am I spending the day with you?”


  “Neither.” Donna got in the car and buckled her seat belt. “I might feel like shit, but if I’m going to this convention, I won’t look like it. We’re going shopping. Not that they’re going to, but if anybody asks me to dance tonight, I’ll try not to sneeze on them.”


  Juanita laughed and drove through the gates.


  ------------


  Melissa waited until Donna and Juanita left the building. She grabbed her cell phone and went to one of the staff restrooms. “Sir… I don’t know how much longer I can make excuses for her. She’s not happy with her job anymore.”


  “I thought things died down. What did she do now?”


  “She used some of her sick leave and took the day off.”


  “Is she ill?”


  “She sounds as though she may have a bad cold. I suppose, technically speaking she is.”


  “When was the last time she took sick leave?”


  “Never.”


   “If this keeps up she’s going to force my hand. I’d hoped to wait a while longer. Keep me posted. Do what you can, hold things together.”


  “Yes Sir.” Melissa locked her cell phone.


   




  Chapter 4


  Jared finished with breakfast and went to the west wing; the Navajo room. His purpose was laying an old friend to rest, his dream diary. Since Sara’s death, Jared hadn’t touched it. It stayed locked away in his desk drawer, in Wickenburg. The reason he brought it was because he didn’t expect to be coming back to Wisteria Hall for a long time. 


  As he stepped through the doorway, the subdued lighting and Native American flutes playing softly in the background gave Jared some peace of mind. He felt connected and balanced here. Many of the objects on display were given to him by his grandparents, so there was also a spiritual connection to them, as well. Sadly, Sara was there also. She seemed to be everywhere, even in his dreams, but this time, she wasn’t taking an active part. She was standing out of focus, surrounded by a cloud of mist, watching. Jared could see her and feel her presence, but she wouldn’t come near him.


  He opened the little drawer below his easel. He reached to put the diary away. A strong urge to read the words he’d written so long ago grabbed him. He decided it was because of his dream last night. But, he couldn’t help but wonder if it meant the spirit, long lost inside him was stirring again, and if so – why? Why now, when he’d decided to at last lay her ghost to rest and get on with his life.


  Jared fought against this feeling, but the nearer his hand drew to the drawer, the stronger the urge became. He sighed deeply and closed the drawer. Reaching into his pocket, he brought out the little key and put it in the lock; it turned with ease. He put the key back into his pocket and sat on the stool next to the easel. He glanced up at the glass case, housing the baying wolf blanket his grandmother gave him on the last Christmas she lived. He remembered the look on Sara’s face when she first saw it; the awe in her eyes as she smoothed her palm over the soft fur of the wolf. The moment had given Jared such joy. Now… all it brought back were bad memories and pain. He tightened his jaw. “No! I won’t open old wounds.” His eyes glossed. “Haven’t I suffered enough, Grandmother? Must I pay for my mistakes for the rest of my life?”


  The voice was clear. “Words written on the heart do not fade with time. You cannot assume your future is reached through a single path. The lights of the night have pointed the way. Open the book and seek for your answers. For as surely as they are written there, they are burned upon your heart. Do not let the fabric of time unravel and bring about the destruction of love and truth. Reach for your destiny. If you fight it, you will lose. If you lose… all is lost.”


  Jared glanced up at the blanket again and softly smiled. He wiped his eyes on the back of his hand and opened the diary. As always, his guardians were there, watching over him, attempting to steer him in the right direction with gentle whispers.


  He began reading. Suddenly it all made sense. His words jumped off the pages and wrapped around him like a warm blanket. Threads of knowledge penetrated his soul and squeezed his heart so tightly he barely could breathe. Jared understood what he had to do; it was the when and how which bothered him. This was twice he’d been given the same information, but this time by a different voice. ‘Don’t let the fabric of time unravel and bring about the destruction of love and truth.’


  Jared sighed deeply and turned. He picked up his pastel and began sketching his dream from last night.


  ------------


  By noon, Juanita had chosen a dress and a pair of shoes, but when she came out for Donna’s approval, it was easy to see, by the expression on Juanita’s face, the dress wasn’t her first choice. It wouldn’t have been Donna’s. Juanita was letting her bank account limit her choices in evening gowns.


  Thanks to GW Forrest, D’Netics new CEO, despite Donna being head of the research department, there was little difference between hers and Juanita’s salary. But Donna didn’t have the mounting medical bills, Juanita did. Donna went through them with her grandmother. The wounds were still fresh.


  Juanita twirled from side to side, examining her reflection in the three full length mirrors. She looked dubious but faked a smile. “So what do you think?”


  Donna rubbed the back of her neck, narrowed her eyes and sighed. There was no polite way of describing her honest opinion. “It’s not… bad,” she responded, choosing her words wisely. Who am I kidding? It’s not bad. It’s awful. She’s not going to the dance, in that dress if I have to wear Cinderella’s rags. 


  Juanita turned her attention back to her reflection. “I think it’ll pass. Maybe with a few accessories - to bring out its pizazz.” She lifted the spaghetti straps, so her cleavage wasn’t so noticeable. “And maybe a few adjustments,” she chuckled.


  “We can do that for you,” the assistant spoke up. “Would you like me to take some measurements? I agree with you,” she chimed in, prompting for a sale. “The dress has great potential.”


  “Yes, please.”


  Donna scoffed. It needs adjustments all right, from the rack to the dumpster. She took out her cell phone and began reading through her texts. As soon as the assistant finished taking measurements, Juanita went back to the dressing room. Donna pulled the assistant out of earshot. “Look,” she motioned with her head. “Do us both a favor and put that thing back on the rack. It’s overpriced, and it looks as though it were a prop for an old Doris Day movie. I’m not letting my best friend buy the dress.”


  The assistant slowly arched an eyebrow. “I don’t see it’s any of your business, Miss. I think your friend looks lovely in it.”


  “My friend and I are going to a function tonight where there will be people wearing evening gowns beyond my price range. If it were you – and be honest with me - would you wear it?”


  She glanced around nervously. “Ah – honestly - I wouldn’t wear anything from here, but I can’t stop a customer from making a purchase.”


  “OK, let me make you a counteroffer. Either you put the dress back on the rack, or I’m gonna tell my best friend exactly what I told you. Trust me. She’ll not buy the dress because she values my opinion. She’ll tell her other friends, who’ll tell their friends. Soon, your reputation for ripping people off will be all over Shreveport. On the other hand, you can tell my friend that your seamstress is behind schedule, and you’ll have the dress delivered as soon as it’s ready. Then… you’ll put the dress back on the rack, in a place where my friend can’t see it. Which is it gonna be?”


  The shop assistant leaned close to Donna’s ear. “I’ll put it back on the rack.” She grinned and tucked the dress out of sight.


  Donna smiled. “A wise choice.”


  The shop assistant waited by the dressing room. Donna saw her whisper something to Juanita as she came out. Juanita frowned, but then smiled. She stood next to Donna, who was casually browsing. Donna turned. “So… where’s your dress?”


  “The seamstress is behind schedule – something about one of their machines being broken down, or something. Anyway, she took my address and said they’d deliver my dress when it was ready. They’re billing me for the dress for my inconvenience.”


  Donna glanced over her shoulder. The shop assistant waved. Donna smiled. “That was awfully nice of them. Now that you’ve got your dress all lined out, let’s go see if we can find me something.” She tugged Juanita toward their favorite dress shop, where Juanita had shopped before her mother got ill.


  ------------


  Juanita’s eyes widened. She crawfished when she realized where they were going. “Donna, please, don’t make me go there. You know I love the dresses, and I can’t afford ’em anymore.”


  Donna tugged her forward. “Come on, we’re just gonna look. I can’t afford anything myself, but we’re gonna indulge ourselves. We’re gonna go in, try on some dresses and we’re not gonna look at the price tag.”


  “Don-na… I can’t.”


  “I know, but humor me. Let’s just see if there’s anything we like, and if we find out they cost too much, we’ll know how much to save up for next year’s convention – deal?”


  Juanita chuckled. “You’re horrible – you know that? You just wanna see me drool.”


  Donna grinned. “So drool – I’ll buy you a bib. In fact, I’ll buy us both one, and when we get finished here, we can go over to the men’s section and drool over all the cute guys.”


  Juanita sighed in exasperation and shook her head. “All right, but you’d better buy an XXL bib ’cause I can drool a lot.”


  Donna giggled. “So can I.”


  “Especially if he’s got copper skin, long black hair and the voice of an angel,” Juanita added.


  Donna locked arms with Juanita. “You stay away from my man!” she joked.


  “Your man? Last time I checked….”


  The shop assistant approached Donna and Juanita. “Is there anything I can help you with?”


  Donna smiled. “Yes. We’d like to see your most expensive evening gowns.”


  “What price range and for what occasion?”


  “We’re not looking at the price.” Donna’s voice was steady and serious. “We’re going to a doctor’s convention.”


  The assistant smiled. “I see, and what color did you have in mind?”


  Donna grinned. “Red, I think, for me, blood red. Something that shimmers and catches the light, but gently accents my natural beauty.” She gave her hair a sophisticated toss.


  “With or without straps, and would you like it incredibly short, or gracefully sweeping the floor?”


  Donna frowned. “Gracefully sweeping the floor,” she responded. “With a hint of a strap – maybe in satin. I like to tease. Oh – and we’d like matching shoes and clutches, as well.”


  The assistant grinned and turned to Juanita. “And what would you like?”


  Juanita pressed her teeth against her bottom lip. “Same as my best friend only I’d like mine in emerald or forest green and mid-calf length please, split up the sides, just to my thighs.”


  The shop assistant smiled. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll bring you something to try on.”


  Juanita leaned close to Donna’s ear. “We are being so bad!”


  Donna giggled. “But isn’t it fun? I’m feeling better already.”


  Juanita laughed. “Me too!”


  ------------


  Juanita came out of the dressing room; her face glowed. The evening gown she picked made her look like a model. Donna clapped her hands in approval. “This is an evening gown, and it fits you perfectly. We’ll pull your hair around to the side, and you can put those bouncy ringlets in it you love. Just perfect.”


  Juanita admired her reflection. “It is gorgeous, isn’t it?”


  “It looks as though the dress were made for you.”


  “Yes… it does,” Donna added.


  Juanita reached for the tag. “But, how much is it?”


  Donna slapped her hand. “No! We made a deal. Let me choose mine first, then we’ll look.” She took out her cell phone. “Do you mind if I?”


  The shop assistant stepped aside. “No, of course not.”


  Donna lined up the shot. “Give me your sexiest smile.”


  Juanita rolled her eyes. “Donna this is silly.”


  “Come on. I’m at death’s door – remember. I gave you the day off. You owe me.”


  Juanita scoffed and smiled. “I might’ve known you’d resort to blackmail, again.”


  ------------


  Jared swept a lighter shade of red along the creases of the gown. He laid his pastel in the tray and wiped his hands on a cloth. The shadow at the base of her long neck wasn’t quite right. He used the pad of his middle finger and smoothed it some more. He sketched in a couple more roses, put down his pastel again and observed his work. Why did he draw a woman sitting on concrete steps under a night sky? A rope of long dark hair hung to the small of her back. Tucked in the sides of her braid were red sweetheart roses and sparkling baby’s breath. Why was she sitting with her back to him? Why couldn’t Jared see her face?


   




  Chapter 5


  Donna tried on dozens of breathtakingly evening gowns, but none seemed right. She was using her sixth sense to make the perfect choice. The picture was in her head, but she hadn’t come across it yet. She was ready to give up. “Is this all you have?”


  “That’s all we have on display. There’s a rack in back, of some stuff I haven’t put on display yet, but I couldn’t guarantee they’d be to your liking.”


  Donna sighed in exasperation. “At this point, what’ve I got to lose?”


  “I’ll be right back.”


  Juanita stepped closer. “Donna, I’m not rushing you, but I’m starving.”


  “What time is it?” Donna glanced at her watch; her eyes widened. “Oh no. It’s almost one. All right, if I don’t find what I want, in the back, I’ll go with my first choice.”


  Juanita sat on the small sofa and waited. The shop assistant came to the dressing room entrance and crooked her finger. “I’ve got them ready if you’d like to come back.”


  “Keep your fingers crossed,” Donna said. She stepped into the changing room; her mouth gaped. It seemed as if the gown were calling to her. She pictured herself in the dress; her hair in a single French braid woven with white sparkling baby’s breath and tiny sweetheart roses the color of her gown. In her mind, she could smell the sweet fragrance of honeysuckles, wisterias, and jasmines hanging on the breeze. The gown ebbed with radiance. “I’ll take it!” she blurted.


  The shop assistant frowned. “Don’t you want to try it on first?”


  Donna smiled and smoothed her hand over the soft satin folds. “I don’t need to,” she responded. “I’d like to pay for the dresses here?”


  “You’re paying for both gowns?”


  Donna scribbled something on a scratch pad and handed the assistant a piece of paper. “Yes, and I’d like them delivered to this address.”


  “Normally, we ask for you to pay for it up front.”


  Donna handed over her credit card. “Please. I don’t want my friend to know.”


  The assistant smiled and took Donna’s credit card. “I think I can make an exception… just this once.”


  “I need the gowns delivered as soon as possible, and do you know a florist where I can buy fresh blood-red sweetheart roses?”


  “You want them to match your gown,” she made it a statement.


  Donna smiled. “Yes, I do.”


  “Wait here.” She came back and handed Donna a business card. “This place should have what you need, and may I suggest that you get pale yellow or white roses for your friend? I think they’d add just the touch to her forest green gown. If you don’t mind my asking, is she your sister?”


  Donna sighed. “I wish. She’s my best friend, but we’re like sisters. Thank you for all your help.”


  “It was a pleasure, Dr. Rigden,” she said and walked away.


  Donna frowned and turned, but the shop assistant was gone. How did she know my name? A sly grin turned up the corners of Donna’s mouth. She approached Juanita.


  “Did you find something?”


  “Oh yeah – I found exactly what I was looking for.”


  “Well… why didn’t you come out, so I could see it?”


  “You’ll see it later this evening. They’re delivering it to my apartment. Come on, we’ll grab something to eat on the way home. We have one more stop to make.”


  ------------


  When GW Forrest came back from his doctor’s appointment, he went straight to his office. Five minutes later, Kevin Wilson knocked on Forrest’s door and went inside. Forrest was standing at the window, hands propped on either side, leaning toward the glass, staring at the Shreveport cityscape. Wilson sat and waited. “Have you discussed my offer with your wife?”


  “Yes Sir and she refused it outright,” Wilson responded. “She won’t participate.”


  Forrest drew in a deep sigh and tightened his jaw. “Does she understand how much money we’re talking about here?”


  “Yes, Mr. Forrest, she does.”


  “And what is your word on this? Do you agree with her?”


  “Yes, I do. We’re not pawns. We’re not your property. I understand how you feel. Put in your place, I’d probably be as desperate, but I’m sorry. You’ll have to find another way. Linda won’t go along with this, and I won’t push her into anything she doesn’t want to do – especially something like this.”


  “You do understand, for me, time is running out.”


  “Yes Sir, I do. What did the doctor say?”


  “What I expected him to say. All he can do is keep giving me regular transfusions and keep searching for a suitable donor. Thanks to your spouse’s stubbornness – never mind.”


  “There’s still a chance.”


  “Oh… and what is that?”


  “Donna….”


  “The little hothead,” he scoffed. “She hates me, and I’m not particularly fond of her either.”


  “She’s a doctor, GW.”


  “She’s a sanctimonious little bitch. If she knew about my condition, she’d probably help dig my grave.”


  “Donna’s not like that, GW. She doesn’t let her personal feelings or opinion interfere with her professional judgement. To Donna, life is life. Whether she’s dealing with a hardened criminal…” Which description fits you perfectly, “…or the President of the United States, it makes no difference to her. At this stage, you’re not exactly in a position to pick and choose. I think you at least should talk to her about this.”


  Forrest whirled. “And I think you should keep your nose in your own business. I don’t need you telling me how to handle my employees. Melissa,” he growled in the phone. “Tell Rigden to come to my office right now! We need to renegotiate our agreement.”


  There was a brief silence. “Ah – Mr. Forrest… Donna isn’t here. She’s sick. She won’t be back until Monday. She took a day of sick leave.”


  Slamming the phone down, Forrest turned on Wilson. “Did you know anything about this?”


  Wilson swallowed hard. “No, Sir.”


  Forrest’s face flushed. “Make sure payroll understands Dr. Rigden has the day off without pay.”


  “Mr. Forrest, you can’t do that. Donna hasn’t taken a day off since she started working here. I’ve seen her work when others would’ve been bedridden. You can’t dock her pay. She’s using her sick leave time.”


  Forrest’s eyes danced with anger. “I can fucking well do whatever I want. This is my company. I’ll run it and treat my employees anyway I choose, and that includes you. This matter with your wife is not over, Wilson. And, as for Rigden, if you don’t want me to adjust her attitude, I’d suggest you talk some sense into her before… I do,” he stressed. “Get out!”


  Wilson turned to leave. Touch her and you won’t need a donor. You’ll need an undertaker – if you’re lucky.


  Melissa looked up as Wilson approached her desk. He glanced around and leaned close to her ear. “Missy, we need to talk about Donna. Is she really sick?”


  “Yes, she has a bad cold.”


  “Let’s have lunch together.”


  “What about your wife? You were supposed to meet her.”


  “Damn! I forgot. Ring her and tell her, I’ll be about half an hour late. This can’t wait. The situation between Forrest and Donna is becoming explosive.”


  Melissa nodded and picked up the phone. “Meet me in the car park.”


  ------------


  Jared wanted to do something nice for Cassie, so he decided to buy her some roses. He was near the back, browsing through some stuffed animals, when he heard familiar laughter. He leaned out to get a better look. His heart jumped to his throat. It’s her….


  Donna whipped her head around; her dark eyes scanned the rest of the store.


  Jared felt the brush of Donna’s mind and ducked behind one of the taller shelves. He honed in on their conversation. He intended to eavesdrop, but he didn’t want her to see him. He knew Donna lived in Shreveport, or had a few years ago. He knew there was a possibility they would bump into each other, but he hadn’t expected it to be this soon, especially not in Precious Moments Florists. 


  Juanita cocked her head and searched Donna’s eyes. “What is it?”


  Donna frowned and sighed. “Nothing. I thought I heard – never mind.” She waved it off.


  Juanita grinned. “Feeling guilty for giving me the day off?”


  Donna chuckled. “Not in the slightest.” They approached the counter. “Excuse me.”


  The man turned and smiled approvingly. “How may I help you?”


  “I’m looking for some fresh sweetheart roses. Someone gave me your card and said you could help me.”


  The man smiled again. “I’m sure I can. What color did you want the roses?”


  “I need a dozen blood-red and a dozen pale-yellow sweetheart roses.”


  “The blood red I have, but if you want pale yellow, I’ll have to spray them. Pale yellow is not a color I keep on hand.”


  “As long as the dye doesn’t run or rub off. I wouldn’t want my friend having yellow skin.”


  “I just sprayed some blue ones. Would you like to see them?”


  Donna smiled. “No… I’ll take your word for it.”


  “Was that all you needed?”


  “No. I also need some baby’s breath, and two rolls of very narrow silk, or satin ribbon. I wanna make some bows and streamers. Oh… one other thing. Could you spray the baby’s breath with some white glitter?”


  The man arched an eyebrow. “Not silver?”


  Donna frowned. “No. It would clash with our gowns. It needs to sparkle, but not stick out.”


  Juanita gave Donna look of puzzlement. “I’ll explain later,” she said.


  “And is that… all you needed.”


  Donna smiled and took out her credit card, tapping in on her knuckles. “Yes.” 


  “It’ll take a few minutes to spray your baby’s breath and roses,” he said and disappeared.


  “Donna…” Juanita whispered. “I assume the red roses are for you, but why did you buy me pale yellow? My gown is light lavender. Why not leave the roses white?”


  Donna softly smiled. “Trust me… you’re gonna look beautiful.”


  Juanita frowned. “More like stick out like a sore thumb.” Which is what I’m gonna do in that horrible gown anyway.


  “Juanita, have I ever steered you wrong?”


  Juanita sighed in exasperation. “Do I have to answer that?”


  Donna grinned wryly. “Not if you wanna keep your position at D’Netics as my assistant.”


  Jared chuckled at Donna’s antics.


  The man came back, laid the items on the counter and rung them up. “If you don’t mind my asking, what do you intend to do with the roses and baby’s breath, make boutonnieres for your grooms?”


  Donna’s cheeks showed some color; she handed him her credit card. “No, we’re gonna wear them in our hair, but they would make good boutonnieres. I’ll keep that in mind.”


  The florists put Donna’s roses and baby’s breath in a box and put the rest in a paper bag. “Here you go.”


  “Thanks,” Donna said.


  “I wonder what Richard will look like in a tuxedo?” Juanita asked as they made their way to the door.


  Donna giggled again. “Probably like a dream,” she simpered.


  A streak of jealousy stung Jared. He tightened his jaw and closed his eyes, so no one could see their amber glow. “Get it together Jared,” he mused. He had no right to be jealous of Donna. Of course, she’d moved on! Sara had been dead for six years, and he hadn’t bothered contacting Donna, or letting her know he was even interested. He sighed in exasperation. “Now you’ve waited too long. What is it with you Jared? How do you keep coming, so damn close to your destiny, but never quite close enough?”


  “Sir! Excuse me. Your roses are ready. Would you like anything else?”


  Jared approached the counter. “Yeah… hemlock.”


  The man frowned. “Sir?”


  Jared groaned. “Never mind….”


  ------------


  Juanita fumbled in her purse for her keys. She frowned. “Where’s my cell phone?”


  Donna frowned. “What?”


  “I can’t find my cell phone. I must’ve left it on the counter. I’ll be right back.”


  Juanita hurried to the door; it swung open. She found herself face to face with her idol. Her mouth gaped; her breath caught in her throat. Jared grinned. “Excuse me,” he said and stepped aside. “Let me get it for you.”


  “Thanks…” was all Juanita could say. She watched through the glass door as Jared pulled out of the parking lot. “Oh my God!” she gasped.


  “Did you forget something?”


  Juanita whirled. “What – oh – yes. Do you mind if I have a look around? I think I dropped my cell phone.”


  “No, of course not,” he said and waited on the next customer.


  Juanita’s hand shook as she tried to put her keys in the ignition. “Oh, my God! Oh, my God! Oh, my God!”


  “What is it?”


  “You’ll never guess who I bumped into.”


  Donna’s eyes widened. “Forrest?”


  “No… Jared Thundercloud. And he was carrying the biggest bouquet of roses I’ve ever seen. He held the door open for me. God, I thought I was gonna faint!” 


  Donna swallowed the lump in her throat. Guess he found someone to replace Sara. She tried to sound excited. “What did you say to him?”


  “Donna! I couldn’t think. All I said was thanks and he just grinned and walked away. Oh, my God! I can’t believe I acted so stupid. It’s just – he was right there – inches from my face and all I could think of to say was thanks! I’m such a dork!”


  “Let’s go home. We’ve got work to do.”


  Juanita pulled onto the street. “Which reminds me, what are you doing with all this stuff? How are we gonna get it to stay in our hair?”


  Donna smiled. “You’ll see.”


   




  Chapter 6


  Donna and Juanita sat at Donna’s dining table; all the things she’d bought at the florist were spread out in front of them. She handed Juanita a glass of ice tea and sat next to her. One of Raging Storm’s songs played on the radio. Donna groaned. “This isn’t fair.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Five years ago, I thought I had a chance with this guy. Then I find out he’s engaged. Now, when I might have stood a chance with him again, he’s got a girlfriend.”


  Juanita frowned. “Who? Richard? I didn’t know he had a girlfriend.”


  Donna picked up her hot glue gun and rolled her eyes. She motioned with her head. “No silly. Jared. You said he was carrying a bouquet of roses.”


  Juanita’s voice was sympathetic. “Oh… him.”


  Donna’s cell phone vibrated. Juanita smiled. “Look at it this way, you’ve always got Richard.”


   Donna picked up her cell phone. “Yeah,” she sighed. 


  “Does he know you’ve got a crush on Jared?”


  Donna frowned. “No… and I’m not telling him either. What good would it do? I might stand a chance with Richard. You know, there are a couple of things bugging me.”


  Juanita chuckled. “Like what? Who’s Jared’s girlfriend, and how are you gonna get rid of her?”


  Donna sneered at Juanita. “Smart ass. No. When Missy gave me Richard’s message, she referred to him as Ricky, but then she changed it real quick. Do you think she knows him personally?”


  “Who knows? Besides, even if she does, I don’t think she stands a chance with him. Unless….”


  Donna’s eyes widened. “Unless what?”


  “Unless he’s playing both of you.”


  Donna frowned. “Do you think he would? I mean, we’ll probably never see each other, but….”


  “We both know if you asked him to, Richard would be on a plane in time to take you to the dance himself.”


  Donna’s cheeks showed some color. “Probably, but I’m not sure I want him to take me to the dance.”


  Juanita sipped her tea. “Well, don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t think your chances with Jared are good. From what I’ve heard, he doesn’t cheat on his women.”


  “Rain on my parade – why don’t you? I can dream, can’t I?”


  Juanita chuckled. “Can’t we all.”


  ------------


  Jared’s car zoomed into the garage and came to a screeching halt. He shoved it in park, grabbed the roses, got out and slammed the door. “Dammit to hell!” he growled and glanced across at his motorcycle. It beckoned to him. All he had to do was get on it and ride, leave all his troubles behind, escape. He checked the time on his cell phone. “Shit, I can’t even do that.”


  He stormed into the kitchen and shoved the roses at Cassie. “Here… I got you something.” He marched off.


  Cassie frowned and looked down at the roses.


  Jared brushed past Gerald as he went upstairs. Gerald grabbed the handrail to balance himself. “Sorry,” Jared grumbled.


  Gerald glanced toward the top of the stairs. He heard Jared’s bedroom door slam shut. He shook his head and went into the kitchen. “What’s wrong with Jared?”


  Cassie sighed and lifted the roses to her nose. “I don’t know, but he’s upset about something. He came storming in the room, shoved these at me and left like a scalded cat.”


  Gerald arched an eyebrow. “He almost caused me to lose my balance on the stairs. What do you suppose is wrong with him? Fight with Miss Gentry?”


  “Who knows?” Cassie crouched down and looked for a vase under the sink. “It’s hard to tell what Jared is thinking these days. One minute he’s near tears, the next he’s in a fit of rage. I wish he could get his life together before he drives me batty. Where did I put that crystal vase? These will look beautiful in the center of the dining room table.”


  ------------


  Donna’s intercom buzzed; she jumped up. “Finish this off, will you. That’ll probably be our – I mean my dress.”


  Juanita carried on gluing rose bouquets.


  Donna turned the volume down on her intercom, so Juanita couldn’t hear. “Yes….”


  “It’s Cary from Silk Satin & Bows.”


  “Come on up.” Donna unlocked the entrance. A couple of minutes later there was a knock.


  A young man handed Donna two white cardboard boxes. “I just need you to sign on this line.”


  Donna scribbled her name. The deliveryman tore off the top copy and handed it to her. “Thank you.” He turned to leave.


  “Hang on!” Donna reached into her pocket and handed him five dollars. “Tell your boss she’ll be seeing more of me.”


  He smiled. “Thank you. I will. Enjoy your gowns. I’m sure you’ll look stunning in them.” He left.


  Donna laid the boxes on the sofa. She stood in the kitchen doorway grinning. “Did you get finished?”


  Juanita narrowed her eyes and nodded. “Well?”


  Donna pressed her lips into a thin line. “Well what?”


  She motioned with her head. “Was it your evening gown?”


  Donna’s eyes lit. “No. It was our evening gowns.”


  Juanita glared at her. “Donna….”


  Her mouth spread into a wide grin; she held up her hands. “Now, before you start yelling and screaming, just listen to me. You looked horrible in the other dress, OK, it was just… awful. I couldn’t let my best friend show up beside me at a doctor’s convention wearing an outdated overpriced piece of junk. I know how much Aunt Clara’s medical bills cost, and I wanted to do this for you. I love you Juanita. You’re like a sister to me. Since you didn’t want me to go with you, to see your mom, I just thought I could help this way. Please, don’t be mad at me. I only wanted to help.”


  Juanita’s eyes filled with tears; she hugged Donna. “How could I ever be mad at you? I just didn’t want you to spend money on me. You never let me see the price tag, but I knew from the looks of the gowns, it was gonna cost a fortune. I don’t need a sister. I already have one.”


  Donna sniffed and pulled away. “Go get your stuff. You can get ready here. It’ll be like our old college days.”


  Juanita wiped her eyes. “Don’t remind me. Our dorm was so small we barely had room to move around. Especially when we tried to get ready at the same time.”


  Donna smiled. “Yeah, but we had fun in those days.”


  “Yes, and we were never alone. We always had each other.”


  “And we’ll always have each other.” Donna pushed her toward the door. “Go, I don’t wanna be late. Cinderella might get lucky and meet her prince charming tonight.”


  Juanita rolled her eyes. “Just make sure he has a brother this time, will ya?” She laughed and closed the door.


  Donna untied the bow and held the gown to her shoulders. Closing her eyes, she spun around and sighed dreamily. “I wish you were mine.”


  ------------


  Jared jumped out of the shower; mumbling and cursing under his breath. He buffed his long hair with the towel around his neck. Another one was wrapped around his waist, barely covering the lower half of his magnificent body. Jared was endowed in all the right places; the perfect description of sex appeal and oozing with charm. And worse, Jared knew it. He could have any woman, but he only wanted one woman.


  He sat on the side of the bed and thought about her as he slipped on his socks. The way her eyes sparkled when she looked at him. The tingle of electricity which ran through him, when he’d touched her hand. The shape of her body. The sound of her laughter. Her long, dark hair, trailing down her back to her hips. He imagined how it would feel to stroke it; like liquid silk, pouring through his fingers. Jared even remembered her smell; sweet and subtle. “Wow!” he mused. “All that from a touch.  Imagine what would happen if you held her in your arms – dream on Jared. You lost the chance.”


  “Dr. Thundercloud!” Gerald called out from downstairs.


  Jared finished buttoning his shirt. “What is it Gerald?”


  “Miss Gentry is on the phone for you.”


  Jared groaned. “Tell her I died.”


  “Sir?”


  “Never mind Gerald. I’ll take it up here.” He sighed in exasperation and picked up the phone. “Hello Kimmie.”


  “Are you almost ready? I tried calling your cell phone, but all I got was your voicemail. You must have it shut off.”


  Jared grinned. “Oh – so I have. Sorry Kimmie.”


  ~ ~ ~


  “What I called about… I was wondering… after the dance if we could….”


  “…What’s that Cassie? OK, I’ll be there in a second. Sorry Kimmie, I gotta run. See you soon.” The call ended.


  “…Take a walk by the lake,” she sighed. “I’ll just take that as a no.” She locked her cell phone, growled and slung a throw pillow across the room. “Damn you, Jared! You never let me get a word in edgewise! You arrogant asshole!”


  ------------


  Forrest sipped his champagne. “So… will it work? Do you think it’s possible?”


  “You hold up your end of the deal, and I’ll hold up mine. Everything is arranged. For the bloodline to remain pure, all ties must be broken.”


  “What makes you so sure your plan will work?”


  “What makes you so certain yours will?” she countered and wiped her mouth on a cloth napkin.


  “Whether mine works or not, makes little difference. I’ll still get what I want, one way or the other. If you fail….”


  She tightened her jaw and leaned forward, glaring at him. “…No!” she hissed. “If you fail, you will die. I don’t play games.” She tossed her napkin on the table. “Take care of the bill,” she tossed over her shoulder and walked away.


  Forrest waited until she was out of earshot. “Bitch…” he forced through his teeth and motioned for a waiter. “I’ll see you get yours!”


   




  Chapter 7


  Juanita and Donna arrived at the convention early; Juanita had no trouble finding a parking space. For sheer punishment, on the drive over, they listened to Raging Storm’s CD. Juanita was chattering away about this, that and the other while Donna tried to listen to the music. Jared’s mellow voice sparked her imagination; soon, Donna was in her own world. She imagined how it would feel to be standing beside him, singing on stage. To be wrapped in his arms as they swayed around the dance floor. A soft smile spread across Donna’s mouth.


  “We’re here,” Juanita announced, snapping Donna back. “You haven’t heard a thing I’ve been said, have you?”


  Donna frowned. “Don’t be silly! Of course, I have. You were talking about – ah - you were talking about. Let me think, you were talking about how much you’d like to stuff Forrest’s disgusting cigar up his ass!”


  “Nice try,” Juanita chuckled.


  Donna sighed. “I’m sorry. I was listening to the music.”


  “You mean you were listening to Jared.”


  “It doesn’t matter. Are we ready to go knock ’em out?”


  Juanita tossed her keys in her clutch and smiled. “Single men – look out!”


  “The D’Netic’s research team are here to check you out!” Donna laughed. She’d keep up a good front for Juanita because this meant so much to her.  The way Donna felt, all she wanted to check out was her nice soft bed, and a monstrous bowl of chicken soup.


  Juanita and Donna climbed the concrete steps, handed the doorman their invitations and walked through the doorway. They glided across the floor, both looking and feeling like princesses attending a royal ball. Donna styled Juanita’s hair as she’d pictured it in her mind while they were at the dress shop.


  In a single ponytail, Juanita’s hair hung over her left shoulder, in dozens of bouncy ringlets, which added extra body to her naturally wavy hair. Bouquets of four pale-yellow sweetheart roses and baby’s breath formed a ring around the top of the ponytail. Juanita’s dark curls bounced with each step. The teardrop diamond around her neck, resting just below the base of her throat and the matching stud earrings, added the finishing touch.


  To admire her handiwork, Donna walked a few paces behind Juanita. She smiled when the white glitter sparkled as Juanita walked under the lights. The evening gown did exactly for Juanita, what Donna hoped it would. She may feel like a puddle of crap, but Juanita walked on air. She deserved it. Juanita gave up everything for her mother.


  ------------


  Jared looked at his watch, groaned and blew his horn. “Come on Kim! You’re gonna make us late!” Finally, she appeared at the bottom of the stairs. “It’s about time!” He stood by the door.


  “You look… absolutely… oozing with sex appeal,” Kim commented as she got into the car.


  Jared grinned. “Don’t get the wrong idea Kim. I’m only saving your butt. Remember what I said.” He turned the car around and pulled onto the street. “You cross the line, and I’ll leave you standing there, looking like a fool. We are not a couple – understood?”


  “Yeah, Jared. I understand perfectly, but it doesn’t mean we can’t have a good time.”


  “I stopped having a good time years ago. Let’s just get through this night – OK?”


  Kim folded her arms across her chest and pouted. “You haven’t even told me how I look? I spent hours doing my hair and nails.”


  Jared rolled his eyes and groaned. “You look fine Kim. Now shut up and let me concentrate on driving.”


  ------------


  Jared mood dropped three notches. There were no parking spaces up front. He had to park all the way at the other end of the building. He didn’t mind walking, but it meant more time with Kim, and he knew, the second she was by his side, she would start hanging onto him. Sure enough, as she stepped out of the car, she reached for his hand. “Kim…” he growled and pulled his hand away.


  Kim glanced around the parking lot, looking for a particular vehicle. When she didn’t spot it she frowned and turned her attention back to Jared. “Oh come on Jared. How am I gonna convince Susan we’re together if you won’t even hold my hand?”


  Jared growled low in his throat, but not loud enough for Kim to hear. He was ready to turn around and leave her standing there. “Fine,” he said and grabbed her hand, squeezing it hard.


  Kim frowned. “Ow!”


  Jared grinned wryly. “You said you wanted to hold my hand, now come on and stop stalling! Who are you looking for?”


  “I wanted Susan to see us walking in – oh yes, there she is. Wave as they pass, and at least try to look like you’re tolerating my company.”


  Jared put on a plastic smile and waved. Kim let go of Jared’s hand and put her arm around his waist, leaning her head against his shoulder. He rolled his eyes and sighed in exasperation. This is gonna be one long night. Why did I ever agree to this?


  Donna stared across the room as Jared and Kim walked through the doorway. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Kim locked eyes with her, smiling smugly. Susan Downing and her husband Terry, Jared’s former partner at the clinic in Shreveport walked through the doorway. Kim practically dragged Jared to meet them. 


  ------------


  Donna tucked her chin. “Oh God,” she groaned.


  Juanita frowned. “What’s wrong?”


  “I think I’m gonna be sick.”


  “Why?”


  She motioned with her head. “Jared and his date. It’s a doctor’s convention Donna – duh!”


  Juanita’s eyes widened. “In here? Jared Thundercloud… just walked in here?”


  Donna rolled her eyes. “Yes, Juanita, Jared.”


  “With a date?”


  “Are you deaf? Yes, with a date! I told you! Give me your keys. I’ll wait in the car.”


  “Donna… don’t you bolt on me. What about all the stuff you said about ‘checking the single guys out’? You are not leaving me here alone. Now calm down. It’s only Jared. He’s just a man. He puts his jeans on like every other man does. We – you can get through this. Besides, did he see you? Does he know you’re here?”


  “No, but his date did,” she sneered. “Her smug little smile.”


  Juanita leaned close to Donna. “I thought your eyes were brown.”


  “They are! What are you talking about?”


  Juanita laughed. “You’re jealous!”


  Donna’s mouth gaped. “I am not jealous. I just don’t like the woman – that’s all!”


  Juanita pressed her lips together, suppressing a grin. “Do you know who she is?”


  Donna lifted her head and glared at Juanita. “No!”


  “Then how do you know you don’t like her?”


  “I just don’t – that’s all.”


  Juanita laughed. “Right… you’re jealous.”


  Donna turned her back to the door. “Oh shut up and tell me when they’ve moved.”


  ------------


  “Hi Susan,” Kim said, all smiles, clinging to Jared like a vine. 


   “Hi Kim,” Susan responded, hanging on Terry’s arm.


  “Susan, you remember Jared Thundercloud from the office?”


  “Nice to see you again Jared. I wasn’t aware you and Kim were seeing each other, especially not after the squabble you had a few years back,” she fished.


  “Oh, you know how it is.” Kim smiled up at Jared. “No relationship is without … bumps,” she grinned.


  Susan arched an eyebrow. “Really?” she prompted. “Can I expect the two of you at the children’s fundraiser next month?”
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