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			Introduction

			Although I’d love to take credit for this collection, 52 Love: A Year of Romance is the brainchild of award-winning Romance writer Mel Walker. After the completion of The 52 Love Podcast, Mel proposed an anthology of short stories using each of the 52 Love tips in the series. We owe this delightful collection to him.

			Volume One features short stories inspired by the first thirteen lessons in 52 Love: Weekly Love Lessons in Bite-Sized Bits. Within these pages, you’ll find a wide variety of interpretations on how to use the tips, starring an eclectic cast of characters that includes same-sex lovers, non-binary partners, traditional contemporary couples, ghosts, vampires, and more. No matter the genre or pairing, each story offers a unique spin on how to use Love as a Verb. 
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			Tea Time 

			by Paul Atreides
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			Week 1 - Tea Time
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			Dale Cunningham stood in the archway between the living and dining rooms. A set of antique china cups and saucers, placed in a full circle around the silver tea service, sat in the center of the polished oak table. A gust of pride puffed up his chest and a smile spread across his face. It was the perfect spot. It not only looked right; it looked as if it was meant to be.

			Ever since retiring to Dayton, Ohio, in order to spend his leisure hours wandering the Aviation Museum at Wright Patterson Air Force Base, he knew what architectural style he wanted and was patient in his search.

			From the time he saw the real estate ad in the paper for the condo, he knew he needed to at least go see it. The moment he stood in front of the building, he fell in love. It very much reminded him of the old brownstones spread throughout the northeast of the country; the center steps up to the doors wide and solid. The unit faced the street side of the building with a small balcony off the kitchen, cantilevered over the sidewalk. It promised to make for a great morning spot to sit and sip a cup of tea, watching people on their daily hustle to and from wherever their hectic lives led.

			Then he’d gone into the foyer and up the stairs. Imagine his surprise that both front-facing units were for sale. His tour through the first, at the top of the stairs to the right, didn’t do much for him. Most of that unit felt a little too new, too updated. In the living room, for some reason, a sense of eeriness raised the hair on his arms.

			But across the hall… oh, across the hall! This one had retained its sense of originality in the arched doorways between rooms, and in the wood baseboards, and crown moldings. My goodness, the dining room still boasted wainscoting. The furnishings appeared a bit too worn. That was until he spotted the empty dining room table, and matching sideboard and china cabinet. A lovely crystal chandelier: not too ornate but not so simple that it lacked style.

			His gaze was drawn to the silver on the sideboard and the dishware in the cabinet. Something wasn’t quite right. It took some thought before he placed the items on the table where they belonged. The estate saleswoman chastised him. Dale stood firm. Insisted on the placement. Insisted on buying it all. Insisted on watching the woman tag everything “Sold.”

			Obtaining the property had taken months, much longer than it took to snatch up the china and silver at the estate sale. Some wild tale of title passing from the owner of this unit to the owner of the one across the hall, yet all being sold as the estate of a decedent.

			As Dale waited for things to process through the courts, he asked to visit his purchase. Highly irregular, maybe even illegal. But maybe a little bit of money slipped into a willing palm might ease the way?

			“Well,” went the response as the woman glanced around the empty rooms to ensure no one might be observing, her voice soft and slightly surreptitious, “since you’re offering to buy the condo, I suppose it would be alright.”

			She cocked an ear, then laid keys to the building and unit on the table as if she didn’t need to be carrying them around, and walked off toward the bedrooms.

			A week later, on Dale’s first visit, he glanced both directions up and down the street, and his heart skipped with joy when sliding the key into the building’s front door. Upstairs, the place was vacant as expected. Everything had been removed except the dining room furniture. Two things struck him. First, the faint scent of an old woman’s bath powder. He lifted his nose and breathed in. Chantilly. Like he remembered his grandmother using all the time when he was a kid. The second thing made his heart skip in panic. Where were the cups and saucers? The tea service?

			Striding into the room, readying his phone to call the woman and raise holy hell, he noticed the silver on the sideboard and the dishware in the cabinet where it had been the first time he saw it all.

			No, that was all wrong. It deserved a place of honor.

			Calling to complain might result in the key being taken away. No, he needed to be able to visit until the home was his. He was well aware it wasn’t fine bone china. But as he picked it up, an aura and sense of love emanated from it all. The light blue cornflower pattern glowed as if it had been not only loved, but protected. Perhaps that drew him to it in the first place. After dusting each piece, he gingerly put it down. Then he moved on to wipe the silver with a polish rag he found stashed in a drawer of the sideboard until the shine sent flashes of iridescent light bouncing across the walls. He studied the bottom of the pot to doublecheck the silversmith’s mark from Whalen’s Forge in Dublin County, Ireland.

			This was old. An heirloom, maybe. Brought to this country during the potato famine. He imagined it wrapped in a blanket and carried close to the chest on the long voyage, always hidden from prying, jealous eyes in steerage.

			Thirty minutes later, he again stood in the archway to study the placement. He adjusted the spacing, stepped back with arms folded across his chest and nodded. Yes. Just like that.

			Dale turned off the light and left, locking the door, then placing a palm to the burnished wood as if to say, “Be well until my return.”

			Two weeks passed before Dale was able to visit his prizes. Upon entering, he again found the center of the table empty. Why would the estate woman keep doing that? Aggravation more than anger buffeted in his brain. He did his best to shake it off with deep breaths as he took each item from the sideboard and cabinet, dusted them, and fussed until everything was properly situated.

			Months passed as the estate ground along through the system. When inquiring, Dale found the reasoning for the delay. The unit had been bequeathed to the owner of the one across the hall and that person was also recently deceased. What an odd state of affairs.

			Each trip he discovered it all moved again. And always there was the faint scent of that powder. It was more than he could take. The call to the sales office was quite bombastic, accusatory, and in the end, threatening. Of course they denied any entry at all. But what other explanation could there be?

			An hour later, having put things to rights, Dale left. He had considered taking the items with him, but they simply would have no place in his current living conditions that would do them justice. If only the closing would happen so he would no longer need to worry. Though, as he thought back on each visit, oddly enough, he had come to find the routine of moving them into place comforting.

			The day of closing finally arrived. Driving through the city, his excitement built. His heart raced. A giddiness sent a kaleidoscope of butterflies buffeting around in his stomach. He pulled around the rear of the building and parked in the designated owner’s spot in the underground garage. He raced up the stairs and entered the condo.

			The tea service and the china hadn’t been moved. They were gone.
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			When Jenna Wilson’s fiancé, Marvin, died, Colleen McClaskey took the poor girl under her wing. After all, she was alone herself, having lost her Patrick shortly after they had retired; he from an accounting job, and she as a librarian. Their marriage produced no children and, more and more, Colleen found herself drawn to the young couple across the hall.

			She had invited them to tea more than once when Marvin was alive, but like all young people, their lives were filled with more exciting things than sitting and indulging an old woman’s chattering as she went through the routine of preparing afternoon tea. Just as she had done when her Patrick was still with her.

			Every late afternoon when they both had returned from work, she would carefully prepare the tea with the same love and commitment they showed to each other. While the water got to boiling, she would measure out the leaves into a sachet and drape it over the side of the ceramic pot. Then, very slowly pour the water over it, letting the hot liquid dowse and drain through the bag. She would place the lid and wait for at least ten minutes.

			The vision of her routine filled her mind. During that interim, retrieve the tea service from the dining room sideboard, place sugar cubes and tongs in the bowl, fill the creamer. Two cups and saucers, spoons, and linen napkins laid out on the table. Then, breathing in the rich, earthy aroma, transfer the dark amber contents into the silver tea pot—plain but precious—her great-grandmother had brought from Ireland. Then arrange it all on the tray and carry it to the dining room.

			She and Patrick would talk about their day, letting the leisure time soothe nerves and drain the workaday tension. Each day became a recommitment to life together and love for one another. Sometimes, when conversation dropped, they would simply hold hands as they finished their tea. Oh, how she missed her Patrick.

			The routine became a salve for all manner of upset moods. In fact, Jenna had several traumatic mishaps after Marvin’s death, and the tea settled the girl’s wracked nerves. Particularly during the night a bullet smashed through her bedroom window and lodged in the ceiling above her head. Then, of course, the tea itself was good for an ailing stomach, too.

			Almost a year after Marvin’s tragic ending—at the nose of a bus of all things—Colleen took Jenna to their favorite restaurant for what had become a weekly dinner outing. Only this time was special. Colleen had decided on an heir. Everything would go to Jenna; the car Patrick had so lovingly cared for, the condominium and all of its contents.

			Of course, there were the usual protestations from the girl during the meal, but Colleen had been adamant. She finally won by asking who else she could leave it to? There was no one else.

			Jenna became the daughter she’d never had but always wanted. She was grateful for the company and it would make an old woman happy to know that things—her tea service in particular, though she didn’t say so—would be with someone who cared.

			Besides, all the paperwork had been completed and signed. And that, my dear, was the End of the Story, as she often said after reading a book for Children’s Hour at the library.
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			Jenna carefully pulled the car into its space in the garage under the building, then helped Colleen from the car, closed the passenger door, and held out the keys. “Here, you go.”

			“No. You keep them. I told you, it’s yours now.”

			“But…”

			Colleen held up a wrinkled, age-spotted hand. “No buts. I don’t even like to drive anymore. It frightens me. Especially at night. These old eyes of mine just don’t see things the way they used to.”

			“Oh, that’s not really the truth and you know it.”

			Colleen ignored the comment. “It’s a good vehicle. Patrick kept it very well tended to, and I’ve tried to do the same.”

			“I’m sure it’s still in very good shape, but…”

			“No arguments. I’ve been meaning to do this ever since that near miss you had at the bus stop a while back. I’d feel better if you stayed away from them.”

			“I really shouldn’t. What will you do if you need groceries, or if you decide you want to go see a movie or something?” Jenna asked as they made their way up the flight of stairs from the foyer to the second floor.

			“How about this, then. When I need groceries, you can take me. If I want to see a movie, I’ll wait for the weekend and we’ll go together, my treat.”

			“Well that’s hardly fair. But—” Jenna glanced up at the light fixtures. “Wow, it seems dark in here tonight, doesn’t it?”

			“It does. It would appear a couple of the light bulbs have burned out. I’ll call the maintenance man first thing in the morning and let him know.”

			Jenna turned her head to the old woman. “Be careful, now,” she cautioned her friend.

			“Oh, don’t you worry about me. I may be old, and my sight may be going, but I’m still fairly spr—”

			Colleen drew a quick gasp as her feet flew out from under her. She tumbled over backward and grabbed out with both hands in a panic. Colleen’s arms flailed about before her fists filled with the back of Jenna’s coat. The momentum carried them backward, Jenna fell on top of her, and amid surprised yelps, they tumbled down the entire flight. They landed in a heap at the bottom, a tangle of twisted limbs. The toy truck bounced down after them and came to rest upside down, wheels spinning, next to Jenna’s head.

			“Goddammit, those kids are going to kill one of us someday. Colleen, are you—” As they tried to untangle themselves, Jenna stopped and forgot all about Colleen and stared up at him. “Marvin?”

			“Oh, shit.” Marvin said, pinching the bridge of his nose.

			Jenna shook her head in confusion. She looked from Marvin to the old woman sitting on the steps to a vision of her still lying on the floor. She turned to help Colleen up. “Mrs. McClaskey? Colleen? Are you okay?”

			“Jen…honey…” Marvin started out in a soft, even tone.

			“Marvin, don’t just stand there, help her.”

			“What do you want me to do? Don’t you see, Jenna?”

			Jenna turned on him. “Don’t I see what, Marv? I see an old woman lying on the floor, in pain, who needs help. Why are you just standing there? Help me get her up.”

			Marvin sighed and moved to Jenna as she leaned over the mass of twisted limbs. “Jenna, stop. Look what happens when you try to move her.”

			Jenna paused for a second, tried again to grab one of Colleen’s arms, and watched the hand wash right through. “What the hell…” She stood up and looked at her hand. “Why can’t I pull her up?”

			Colleen stood up from the stair and put an arm around Jenna’s shoulder. “Jenna, dear, I think your Marvin is trying to tell us we’re…we’ve…”

			“Oh, my God. I’m dead?” Jenna stood, stunned. “I can’t be dead.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry, dear, and I’m afraid it’s all my fault. I shouldn’t have grabbed onto you.”

			Jenna turned to look at her friend and blinked vacant eyes. “Nonsense. We’re fine. We’re both fine. See? You’re standing there, I’m standing here. We’re talking to one another.” She addressed Marvin, her voice full of panic. “Tell her, Marvin.”

			“Uh, Jen… If you’re both fine, who’s that on the floor? And, why after all this time can you see and hear me?”

			Jenna looked down and studied the features, looked at the clothes, and compared them to what she and the old woman wore.

			Colleen turned and climbed the stairs. “I think I want a nice cup of tea.” She stopped and asked Marvin, “Would that be possible, do you think? Can I make some nice tea?”

			Marvin looked up and smiled at her. “You can do anything you want to now.”

			The old face scrunched up into a flurry of happy wrinkles and she nodded. “Then I think that’s what I’ll do; have a soothing cup of tea and wait for Patrick. Do you think he’ll come?” She turned her eyes to Jenna. “You two come up when you’re ready, dear, and we’ll all have a nice cup of hot tea to calm our nerves.”

			As Colleen neared the top of the steps they heard her say, “I’m going to make some tea, Patrick. Would you like to join us for some tea?”

			Marvin and Jenna both peered up into the dimness. A pair of feet crossed the width at the top of the stairs, and a man’s voice said, “I’ve missed your tea almost as much as I’ve missed you.”
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			In the weeks after her demise, Colleen, Patrick, Marvin, and Jenna contemplated where they would live, if living was the right word. Two of Marvin’s otherworldly friends suggested they join them in taking over unoccupied penthouse suites at a local Hilton Hotel.

			For Colleen, it seemed there wasn’t much choice in the matter. They had to be somewhere, and she couldn’t quite stomach staying in the condominium now that someone else owned it. Goodness, with the exception of the dining room, all the furniture was already gone. But she wouldn’t stand for leaving the tea set behind. No, sir, not on your life. It was simply too precious.

			Besides, she and Patrick wanted to continue what they had again taken up: afternoon tea. So, when the decision had been made, she gathered the silver tray, pot, the steeping pot, sugar bowl and creamer, two spoons, two cups, and two saucers. She retrieved two linen napkins which were still in the sideboard, thank heavens! And they took everything to their new home in the hotel.

			Life around them continued on, as it does for the living. She and Patrick settled in until one day, when Colleen went to begin her preparations, she gaped in horror. Everything was gone. Her shriek brought all her new afterlife friends running to her aid.

			One by the name of Tommy, though a bit unkempt for her liking with wild dirty blond hair, was one of the kindest people she had ever met in her long years. His only flaw, that she could discern, was a penchant for addressing everyone as “dude,” and it took a while to dismiss it as the poor habits of youth. Still, he was funny and she enjoyed his company. To Colleen’s relief, Tommy went down to the lost and found and returned with everything no worse for wear.

			Two weeks later, the disappearing act repeated itself. The third time, Colleen caught the woman in the act and snatched it right out of her hands. The maid screamed as the tray and all its contents flew from her hands and completely out of her sight. She ran from the suite and didn’t return. Not that Colleen was aware, anyway.

			As months crept by, Colleen talked with Patrick about moving on, as they had heard could be done. Then Marvin and Jenna had agreed to be married amid a lavish ceremony and reception planned for some remote private island in the Caribbean. How anyone thought that could be pulled off was anyone’s guess, but Colleen agreed that, “Of course, they would be there to witness it. They wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

			With the wedding complete, the day came for Colleen and Patrick to enter the brilliant light radiated by the most serene presence they had ever encountered. Colleen wondered what would become of the tea service. Though Jenna had joined them for afternoon tea on occasion, the young woman had never expressed the slightest interest in the set, let alone learning the proper way to brew and serve.

			Colleen let out a soft sigh. A lost art among today’s youthful society; they seemed to be always in a rush.

			As she contemplated solutions to her dilemma, Colleen remembered the times at the condominium when she would discover everything had been moved, neatly arranged on the dining table, free of dust or smudged fingerprints. 

			She gathered everything together onto the tray and slipped it all into a pillowcase she was positive the hotel wouldn’t miss at all. Patrick carried it as Colleen slipped an arm through his and they made their way to the bus stop.

			[image: ]

			Dale’s emotions turned from sorrow to anger. The audacity of breaking in and stealing someone’s possessions. He queried the neighbors and not a one admitted to having seen or heard a thing. Yet, the tea service was missing, the steeping pot included. As were two china cups and saucers, two silver spoons, and two of the linen napkins. Though the rest of the dishware set remained, the loss of the tea service was almost too much to bear.

			The police came to take a report, even dusted for fingerprints at Dale’s insistence. That no evidence of a break-in was found was entirely beside the point. Things do not walk away on their own. He promised them that with, perhaps, too much indignance.

			The saddest part of reporting? The police told him the chances of ever finding the items were, “none, actually.” Though he was free to scour the pawn shops to his heart’s content. Dale didn’t know if he had the patience for daily, or weekly, or even monthly searches. He much preferred to spend his days at the Museum, which was why he had moved to this now God-forsaken town.

			He did, however, deign to call the pawn stores. Those he had heard might be the type of dubious businesses to accept stolen goods, anyway. Not a one indicated having a newly acquired silver tea service.

			The near-empty center of the dining table taunted him each time he passed. It nagged for a replacement. Occasionally, he would stop and browse an antique shop or two on his way to Wright-Patterson in, he was positive, a futile quest of even locating something suitable.

			He would walk the aisles, peering into glass cases. Most often nothing even came close. Though round, this one had too much filigreed etching; that one had a chunky rope-like edging. Yet more than once his heart skipped a beat, and he would ask to take a closer look at something. Upon inspecting the bottom, the silversmith’s mark would prove to be a disappointment and Dale left, dejection pulling on his limbs as if a weight shackled each arm and ankle.

			After months and months of searching, determination rotated with despondency; days he would be eager to head to the museum, days he stayed home and didn’t even want to sit on the balcony. The joy he had anticipated of using those treasures when he bought the place had gone. Of course he had serviceable equipment for brewing and drinking his favored beverage, but what was the point?

			He somehow needed to come to terms with the reality. After all, he reminded himself, it wasn’t the tea service itself, it was the routine that mattered. The thing that always brought memories when, as a child, he’d watch his grandmother prepare and serve. Though concentration painted her expression, she always maintained a loving, gentle smile.

			His mind made up, he left home with a bit of a bounce in his step. A new exhibit at the Aviation Museum had been announced. It made today as good a day as any. In fact, better. A new experience, a new tea service. Silver, of course.

			Two sets finally resonated. Well, to a certain extent. Neither would be a true replacement. He examined them, and stood back to gaze, trying to conjure the sight of them on the table. The unadorned one held a higher sheen than the other whose teapot lid, sugar bowl and creamer, and tray were decorated with etched scrollwork. It took a while to decide. The clerk cleared his throat, then a few minutes later had the audacity to ask which he would like wrapped. Dale had half a mind to leave. A purchase such as this cannot be rushed.

			He spotted an antique dining table. Taking each set, in turn, he placed it in the center and studied. Then he sat in contemplation. The lighting wasn’t correct, but what could one do? Nothing, he supposed. He reached to grasp the pot, mimicked a pour, then contemplated some more.

			A full thirty minutes later, Dale walked out the door with the more plain of the two. On the drive home, the closer he got, the higher his spirits, the more anticipation built. While it wasn’t quite the same as when he saw the original set, butterflies set to flight in his stomach. 

			He parked the car and swept up his package. He leapt up the stairs taking two at a time. Balancing his new purchase in one arm, he unlocked the door to the condo. A hint of Chantilly powder hung in the air. On his way through the dining room to unpack in the kitchen, his feet clung to a spot as if he’d stepped into some type of super cement. His mouth gaped open. The package fell from his grip.

			There in the center of the table, under the lit chandelier, the silver service gleamed. Exactly as he had always deemed proper, surrounded by the china. Two linen napkins sat at the ready, each with a spoon—one at the head of the table, the other at an adjacent chair. It couldn’t be. He squeezed his eyes shut. When they opened, the view didn’t change. He picked up the pot and turned it over. There it was, the Whalen’s Forge mark. 

			His heart leapt as he clutched the pot to his breast. Dale never believed in miracles. No, those were reserved for fool’s errands. Yet, everything had been returned. How was it possible? He gazed about the room as if to catch the guilt-ridden perpetrator who had snuck in to give back what he’d stolen.

			Well, best not to question it. Accepting the good luck, his eyes roamed to the china cabinet where the steeping pot again claimed its place. So, too, had the cups and saucers. He nudged the dropped package out of his way with a foot. Opening the sideboard drawer, he counted the spoons and linen napkins. Sure enough, the total came to its original count of twelve.

			Gathering all the necessary items to begin, Dale went into the kitchen. With the water set to boil, he prepared the sachet of Bewley’s tea—his favorite due to its deep, dark infusion of color and the spicy, slightly malty taste—placed sugar cubes and tongs in the bowl, and filled the creamer. He poured the water, making sure to dowse the bag just so to allow it to drain through, then set the timer for ten minutes. A smile swept over his face when the once again cheerful sound dinged. After transferring the brew to the tea pot through a filter with its aroma wafting up to tickle his nose, he picked up one spoon and napkin from the table and carried the tray out to the balcony.

			He poured and prepared with a dash of cream and one lump. True to the plan made more than a year earlier, stirring gently with the spoon, he sat to watch people rush by to wherever their hectic lives led them as his grandmother’s image formed in his mind and slight smile crossed his lips.

			The first still slightly bitter sip slipped across his tongue and contentment washed over his entire being.

			The End

			Colleen McClaskey is a wonderful character. You can get more of her, and the antics of the characters surrounding her, in the World of Deadheads trilogy: Marvin’s World of Deadheads, Jenna’s Gang of Deadheads, and Nathan’s Clan of Deadheads.
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			Back to Basics 

			by K. T. Bond
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			Week 2 - All Ears
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			Chrissy and Rory are ready to get married, but as they soon discover, wedding planning can put a strain on even the most loving relationship. How will they find their way back to the basics in time for their happily ever after?
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			Rory – London, England

			“Where’s Chrissy?” 

			Rory glanced over at Tristan, his bandmate and friend, and sighed. “Still in Leeuwarden.”

			“Aren’t you supposed to be getting married in a few months? When Tara was getting married, she left nothing to chance… or Ian.”

			His amused chuckle pulled a smile from Rory, though there was nothing funny about his current dilemma. Tristan was still a single man, though he’d been seeing a hot silver fox architect for a few months and they seemed set to go the distance. Tara was his sister, so he did have some vicarious experience when it came to women and weddings. But Tara had been married a number of years by this point, and what was done back then might not still be relevant today, right?

			Except, Rory knew his woman, and Chrissy would never sign off on the things he wanted to add to their wedding. She’d never been one for the limelight, and he didn’t expect her to start now. But this was her wedding day, and she deserved to be fêted by the world. Everyone should know what a truly amazing woman she was. Why couldn’t she see that? It would just be for one day. He wasn’t asking her to live her whole life exposed to intrusive fans and paparazzi.

			“It’s four months away and the only thing we’ve talked about so far is that her aunts will find the event planner and that I’ll pay for everything. I insisted on it or she was going to argue about that, as well. What good is all my money if I can’t spend it to make the woman I love happy on her big day?”

			“If she’s not spending her vacation with you arguing about flowers and colors for the bridal party, it doesn’t sound like she’s happy with you, does it, mate?”

			Trust Tristan to ask the tough questions. It’s not as though Rory didn’t know that, but why did this have to be so hard? He would do anything to make Chrissy happy. Why didn’t she see that? He tried not to snarl at his friend as he replied,

			“I know that! Don’t you think I know that, Tris?”

			Tristan chose not to respond to his barely disguised aggression. “You should go visit her and talk to her. I know that she wanted some girl time with her friends, but her holiday will be over in a few days. In the interests of the wedding, maybe you need to take a few days yourself and dive back into the courting waters. Get her to talk to you and this time, really listen. Maybe you can both come to a compromise, yeah? We’re not going to be cheated out of a wedding because you’re being thickheaded!”

			Rory rolled his eyes. “You’re ridiculous.”

			“And yet, you love me.” Tristan preened. “What can I say? Someone has to be the smart one in this friendship!”

			Rory glared at him. “You really want to talk about who’s smart, Tris? Because I seem to recall a certain bass guitarist who was willing to walk away from his man…”

			“Shut it! I didn’t, did I?” Tristan protested.

			“Only after Henry and I got after you.”

			“This isn’t about me. It’s about you and what you’re going to do to make Chrissy happy without making yourself miserable.”

			And that right there was the truth. Rory had no comeback for that, so he sighed quietly and picked up his phone. He’d leave Chrissy a message and wait for her answer before deciding his next move. It was his first step to getting her back in his arms and down the aisle with him.

			[image: ]

			Chrissy – Leeuwarden, the Netherlands

			Chrissy’s cell phone pinged a message. She rolled over and checked the time…8:18 pm. Sighing, she reached for it and swiped up to open it. A message from Rory. Tears sprang to her eyes, but she willed them away. Just because she’d chosen to spend her holidays with her girlfriends and not with her fiancé didn’t mean they were fighting. She’d just needed a bit of time away, to clear her mind and help her focus on what she really wanted. They’d be married in four months, two days, eleven hours, and forty-two minutes. This was just a hiccup, and she knew her lover would help her to fix it.

			Taking a deep breath, she opened the message.

			[Rory: Sweetheart, I miss you and I need to see you. May I come for a visit? I’ll stay in a hotel and maybe we can have dinner together alone. Please?]

			It was sweet of him to ask permission, as though he’d done something wrong. Dinner with Rory was always a good time, and if she could sleep over in his room with him it’d be nothing more than what she needed herself. She missed falling asleep in his arms and waking up to his kisses and hugs. They’d only been apart a week, but it was because she knew he was going to make a fuss over the wedding and she wanted none of it. She just wanted to be married to him. Nothing else mattered.

			The girls had nothing planned for the next couple of days, and she’d been quite willing to let Karen and Toni go off and do their thing while she took some time to herself to figure out how to tell Rory she would marry him even if it made her stomach churn to make it a public spectacle. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but she’d learned since they’d come back together that only complete and honest communication would make their relationship work.

			[Chrissy: You can come by tomorrow evening if you like. And I miss you, too.]

			Rory and the band had a slew of interviews coming up, so she knew he wouldn’t have a lot of time to spare, and she wanted to make it worth his while to take time off to be with her. They’d already had that conversation, and he knew she would never try to hold him back from doing his work, even when it took him away. She had already had to handle his being away for a few concerts and she had loved welcoming him home every time he returned.

			But this being away was the first time it had been because she’d left him. It still shocked her that he hadn’t argued with her or questioned why she was choosing her friends over him. She hoped it meant he knew that she wasn’t doing that. The phone pinged again, interrupting her thoughts.

			[Rory: I can’t wait, baby. Do you need anything?]

			What a question! 

			[Chrissy: Just you, nothing more.] 

			There was really no other answer, was there? 

			Wide awake now after her too-late nap, she headed to the bathroom and once she was done, she went to see what she could have for a late supper. Both her friends were sitting at the kitchen table nursing glasses of wine. Karen looked up from her laptop with a smile.

			“Feeling better?”

			Chrissy’s skin warmed in renewed embarrassment. “Yes, thank you.” 

			She’d always thought she was fit, until she came to spend time with Karen van der Meulen and her husband and found herself walking everywhere and learning to ride a bicycle, which she’d never had to do in her life before. Maybe she’d make more use of Rory’s gym when she got home.

			“I just came down to see what I could have for supper.”

			“We saved you a sandwich and some soup. And Peter bought you some of the croquettes that you love.”

			“That’s very sweet of him.” Chrissy smiled as she helped herself to food and a glass of wine. “Where is he, by the way?” she asked as she sat down.

			“Elbow deep in marking,” Karen replied. “All marks need to be submitted by tomorrow evening, and he’s the one responsible for seeing that they get entered into the system.”

			Chrissy ate quietly for a few minutes, then looked at her friends. “When you were getting married, did you argue about the wedding planning?”

			Silence greeted her question for a long moment, and Chrissy’s heart sank. Was this yet another hurdle she’d have to leap over to get Rory for good? She hated arguing, and they hadn’t done much of it so far, but she could see their wedding being a huge challenge, especially if, as she suspected, Rory wanted to make a big deal of it. Bracing herself for what her friends would tell her, she pressed them for an answer.

			“Was it that bad? Should I be worried we’ll be miserable on our wedding day if we can’t figure things out?”

			Toni reached for her hand. “Are you miserable now?” she asked cautiously.

			“No! No, not at all!” Taking a heartening sip of wine, she continued. “We haven’t done much planning except for the fact that Rory will pay for everything. My aunts will handle getting the wedding cake and the decorations, but he’ll still be paying the people they choose. I just want to be married in my aunts’ church and to have a champagne brunch after in the church hall for invited guests. But I know Rory wants more.”

			“It sounds like you have some good ideas. What’s the more that Rory wants?” 

			“I’m not sure, exactly. He’s mentioned using that wedding planner that does events for high profile people like rock stars. And he wants a posh venue for the reception. And there are all the people he knows who will expect an invitation. Not to mention the press.”

			“I’m assuming you’re not liking any of that?” Karen said.

			“I’m just a simple girl,” Chrissy said, feeling a quiet distress rising. “If I could get away with us just having a quiet ceremony with our closest friends and immediate family, and dinner in Rory’s backyard, I’d be as pleased as Punch.”

			Both women exchanged a glance. Then Toni burst out laughing.

			“What?” Was Toni really laughing at her in her time of crisis? Are you really being this dramatic about something that hasn’t happened yet?

			Toni interrupted her inner monologue to say, still chuckling, “I’m not laughing at you, Chrissy, just your maiden aunt expression.”

			Chrissy frowned. “What maiden aunt expression?”

			Karen grinned but replied, because Toni was once again overcome with giggles. “I think she means ‘pleased as Punch’. It’s not very common these days, is it?”

			Chrissy pouted in Toni’s direction, then giggled herself. “Okay, I’ll give you that, but it’s cruel to laugh at my quaint expressions in my hour of need.”

			“All you need is to talk to Rory. Make sure he’s listening while you tell him what will make you happy. As long as you also remember that it’s a two-way street. So before you talk, think about what you can do to make him happy. Then, all that’s left is the compromise.”

			Toni nodded at Karen’s words. “She’s right, you know? And at the end of the day, it’s your wedding day, love. You should both be happy, not miserable and upset with each other.”

			“Also, just so you know, simple weddings are sometimes the best weddings.” 

			Karen’s encouragement made Chrissy’s insides tremble. She inhaled deeply to steady them. She could do this. She’d been honest with Rory since the day she’d told him why she’d ghosted him for six months, and she was never going back. She had to trust that he would understand and do right by her.



OEBPS/image/Week01.png





OEBPS/image/Paul.jpg





OEBPS/image/Week02.png





OEBPS/image/1.png
Public

ions, Inc.

\\\\|//,/

NI
Accomplishing

Innovation Press





OEBPS/image/52_Love_Half_Title_Page.jpg
VOLUME ONE

AYEAR OF
ROMANCE

Brsedlon 52 e

COMPILED BY

70'1424@ (ol






OEBPS/image/dreamstime_166407457.png





