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  Prologue




  The casket sat in front of me, draped in the Stars and Stripes. The smell of freshly turned earth, mixed with the sweet scent of my mother’s perfume as she put her arm around me, made my stomach churn. A bottle fly buzzed my head, lazy in the warm summer air. It was hot, but I was chilled to the bone.




  My eyes brimmed with tears, but the red, white, and blue colors of the flag shone through the blur. Odd, doesn’t mixing red and blue make purple? You’d think when it’s all blurry it would look purple. I shook my head. So stupid, I’m thinking about primary colors while they’re burying my husband. I wanted to burst out laughing, all hysterical and manic, or howl like a wild hyena, but instead I stood ramrod straight, clutching my daughter’s hand while they interred my life, my love. Tom Gordon had always been there, from that first day in art class, through high school, college, and the birth of our daughter, Alyssa.




  The sharp report of the gun salute yanked me back to the present. I watched as they carefully folded the flag in precise triangles, closing it up like a book, Tom’s life a short chapter. The soldier reverently handed it to me, and then the poignant, melancholy notes of a bugle playing “Taps” began. When the last heartbreaking tone ended, a lone officer saluted Tom’s casket, and it began to sink into the ground.




  “Kim, the limousine is waiting for us,” my mother said.




  I nodded, took her hand, put my arm around Alyssa’s shoulder, and we walked to the vehicle and the start of my new life.




  In the car, my thoughts drifted back to when I first met Tom. We’d been high school sweethearts. He—a blond, good-looking guy on the football team who made all the girls drool. Me—a sassy, brunette cheerleader. Tom said he’d fallen head over heels in love the first time he saw me smile. We were inseparable until graduation. Then Tom broke my heart when he and some of his friends enlisted in the Marines. He went off to boot camp and I left for college, but we kept in touch and were finally married the day after I graduated from university. Alyssa was born a year later.




  Alyssa and her dad were the athletes of the family. They enjoyed all sports, but especially running. Tom had started a weekend tradition when Alyssa was very young. At sunrise he’d sneak into her room and raise the blinds. Then he’d yodel his rendition of cock-a-doodle-do. He’d flap his arms and pretend to peck at her shoulder like a rooster. She’d giggle and cover her head with her blanket. Then she’d bounce out of bed, and they’d be off to go running in the canyons. Those weekend runs continued right up to the day Tom was deployed to Afghanistan. He was a loyal Marine and answered the call to duty.




  Now he’s dead and I’m alone.




  Chapter 1




  One year later…




  The water sluiced through my wavy hair. Rivulets trickled down my back and between my breasts. It felt marvelous. I grabbed another bottle and drank deeply, then poured the rest over my head. Alyssa reached for one and doused herself, as well.




  “Let’s go to the beach. We can run in the sand and then take a swim,” she suggested.




  “No way,” I said, still gasping for breath. “That’s enough exercise for me today.”




  “Well, then I’m hungry. Can we get lunch?”




  “Sure.”




  After tossing the empty bottles into the ice chest, I grabbed two towels and threw one to her. “Dry off before you get in.”




  Alyssa shook her long blonde hair. Droplets flew, catching rainbows of light. Her pink tank top was drenched, a mixture of sweat and water.




  “You’re soaked. Let’s go home and change before we get something to eat,” I suggested.




  “I’m fine, Mom. It’s so hot I’ll dry in no time.”




  She opened the car door and then paused.




  “Hey, Mom, there’s a note stuck under your windshield wiper.”




  “Probably an advertisement,” I said while closing the hatchback and walking around to the driver’s side.




  It was a piece of notebook paper. I unfolded it and read: Broke your tail light. Call (949) 555-1212.




  “Just great!” I growled, and went to check out the damage.




  “What’s wrong?” Alyssa hollered.




  “Somebody ran into the car.”




  Sure enough, the light was cracked, but luckily it hadn’t shattered.




  “Not bad, but I’ll have to get it fixed.”




  I reached for my cell and dialed the number. The sexiest voice I’d ever heard answered the phone.




  “This is Andy.”




  “Hi, Andy, you left me a note about my broken light.”




  “Oh, sorry about that, but it’s an easy fix. I can repair it for you,” he said in a deep baritone.




  “Umm, I don’t think so.” Yeah, right. This sounds suspicious.




  “Okay, then, I’ll give you the number for a local auto body shop. They can fix it and I’ll pay the bill.” He cleared his throat. “I’m really sorry for the inconvenience.”




  Wow, I can’t get over his voice. “Okay, but you ran into my car. Don’t you have to report this to your insurance company?”




  “Well, technically, I didn’t run into your Honda, my son Mark did.”




  “Uhh, it doesn’t matter who was driving. It was still an accident.”




  “He hit it with his bicycle.”




  “Oh, okay. Well, then give me the number and I’ll get it repaired. Thanks for leaving me a note.”




  “Sure, and again, I’m really sorry for the hassle.”




  I wrote down the information and disconnected the call. Hmm, I wonder if he looks as good as his voice sounds.




  Alyssa yelled, “Mom, it’s hot. Let’s go.”




  She was right. It was a typical summer day in Southern California. I could see the heat shimmering off the asphalt as we stood in the parking lot of Saddleback Church in Lake Forest. The air smelled like hot tar. On the weekends we’d often park here and run the nearby canyon trails. Alyssa loves to run. I almost hate it. The only thing that makes it worthwhile is spending time with my teenage daughter.




  As I stood in the parking lot, I glanced up at Saddleback Mountain, so aptly named with its two rocky peaks and middle hollow, looking as if it were a saddle perched upon the back of a monstrous horse. The sight brought back a memory of another sunny day last summer before Tom deployed to Afghanistan. Alyssa and her father had convinced me to go with them on a trek up the mountain. It was one of the few times they talked me into running with them. The day was a scorcher, and I lagged behind. In my head, I can still hear Tom shouting encouragement to me.




  “Come on, Kim, just a little farther. Your endorphins will kick in soon.”




  Then the two of them blasted ahead, leaving me in the dust. They met me, still struggling up the hill, as they were jogging down from the summit, smiling and exhilarated.




  Endorphins were sadly missing from my chemical makeup. The two of them got extra servings. They were like two peas in a pod. I was the stalk.




  My idea of fun was taking a long ride on horseback through the multitude of gorgeous oak-lined trails near our home. Birds sang, rabbits hopped, the wind would sigh through the trees, and I’d commune with nature. I felt in touch with God as I rode through the countryside.




  Tom didn’t ride. Alyssa rode sporadically. She liked running better. I always suspected it was partially to keep her trim little figure in shape, but she also loved spending time with her dad. During their weekend runs, I’d sleep in and then enjoy a leisurely cup of coffee. Later I’d go to the ranch, saddle up, and ride out into the forest. They’d usually get home about the time I was leaving for the stables. Tom would make Alyssa breakfast, and then they’d have the rest of the day to do whatever they pleased. Alyssa adored her father. She’d always been her daddy’s little girl. Truth be told, I’d often felt a little left out.




  But, now Tom’s dead and it’s just the two of us, and I need to build a closer relationship with my daughter. Raising children isn’t easy with two parents. Single parenting a teenager is like trying to harness a whirlwind. Alyssa’s all energy and very little self-control. She loves running and it keeps her busy, so now I join her on the Saturday morning runs.




  Another thought broke into my musings. Alyssa starts high school in the fall. I shook my head. Even though it was a sunny day, for some reason I felt storm clouds were on the horizon.




  Alyssa stuck her blonde head out the car window. “Come on, Mom, get in and quit daydreaming. I’m hungry.”




  “Okay.”




  I opened the door and slid into the driver’s seat.




  Chapter 2




  In a canyon a few miles away…




  Emily’s naked body lay in front of him. The smell of freshly-turned earth mixed with the flowery scent of her perfume excited him. The heat of the day pressed in. He felt light-headed and giddy. His blood pulsed, throbbing through his veins like molten metal. He was aware of every sound and movement in the canyon. A fly circled her out-flung arm and landed. It was soon joined by others, hungry to feed and lay their eggs.




  Her long, blonde hair covered her face and he bent to brush it aside. She shouldn’t have run. He hadn’t wanted to hurt her. He loved her.




  Wanting to remember every detail of their last moment together, he stared at her body. He looked at her ice-blue eyes gazing vacantly at the sky, her porcelain skin beginning to show the bruises left by his hands, her rosebud lips that now gaped open like a fish gasping for air, and he sighed.




  Well, at least she won’t be able to leave him ever again. He controlled her now. He alone knew where her final resting place would be. She was his for eternity. He began to dig.




  Chapter 3




  We ordered hamburgers and curly fries at Jack-in-the-Box. Not the healthiest meal, but it was quick and Alyssa was starving. She grabbed the bag as soon as they passed it out the drive-thru window and started scarfing down the fries. Every few bites, she’d hand me one. They were salty and greasy, and oh, so good. We polished them off before we got home. The hamburgers disappeared soon after.




  Once in the house, I started upstairs to take a shower. Alyssa sat on the couch in the den and began to text her friends.




  “Honey, you need to take your shower soon because I’m going to do the laundry next—that is, if you want hot water.” I grinned at her.




  “Yeah, all right, Mom. Give me a minute.”




  “Oh, and bring down your dirty clothes, and don’t forget the ones you’ve got stuffed in your closet.”




  She made a face and went back to her phone.




  Later that evening I knocked on Alyssa’s door. “You got a minute?” I hollered.




  “What?” Her muffled voice could barely be heard over the sound of the music blaring. The floor under my feet throbbed with the deep bass beat. I entered her room, carrying an armload of clean linens. Dropping the clothes on her bed, I headed toward the stereo.




  “Don’t turn it off!” she shouted. “That’s my favorite song.”




  I paused, then reached over, and turned the volume down. She sighed.




  “What d’ya want, Mom?”




  “Can we talk?”




  She sighed again, this time deeper and more exaggerated. “Sure.”




  I sat down on the bed next to her. She was sitting cross-legged with her laptop open, her long blonde hair hanging around her face like a shroud. Without thinking, I lifted a wing of it and flipped it back over her shoulder. Her gorgeous blue eyes were red-rimmed from crying. She pulled away and frowned, then started to type again.




  “Honey, is there something wrong?” I asked.




  “I just miss Dad.”




  “I do too.”




  She kept her head down and stared at her computer.




  While rubbing her back, I motioned toward her laptop. “Please put that away.”




  With a huff, she pushed it a few inches and glanced up. “Okay, so what?”




  I took a deep breath. “Your new high school is having a Mother-Daughter social for the incoming freshman class this Saturday afternoon. It would be a great opportunity to meet some of the girls you’ll be going to school with.”




  She shook her head. “My friends asked me to go to the beach.”




  “I really want you to do this.”




  “Mawwm.”




  “It’s important.”




  Alyssa snorted. “Really? Are you kidding me?”




  “No, I’m not kidding. It’s at one o’clock.”




  Another long sigh. “Okay, but it sounds stupid.”




  Alyssa tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, exposing her peaches-and-cream, freshly-scrubbed cheek. I bent to kiss it. She quickly turned away and my lips brushed the side of her head. She smelled like strawberries. The sweet scent reminded me of many years of brushing her hair and tying it up in pastel ribbons. My little girl was growing so fast, and now she was getting a teenage attitude. Hot tears burned my eyes. Standing up, I said, “Good night, honey.”




  “’Night.”




  Later that evening, as I walked down the hall toward my bedroom, the muffled sound of her crying almost broke my heart. Her door was closed, a silent reminder I wasn’t welcome, but I knocked, anyway.




  “Alyssa, are you okay?”




  No answer. I pushed open the door. She was curled up in bed, clutching a ragged stuffed animal Tom had given her for her sixth birthday. She turned toward me, her eyes red and puffy; tears streamed down her cheeks.




  “I want Daddy,” she sobbed.




  I lay down next to her and cradled her head in my arms. “I miss him, too.”




  “Why did he have to be a Marine? Why couldn’t he have had a regular job like my friends’ dads?”




  “I don’t know,” I whispered brokenly. “He said he’d always wanted to be in the military.”




  “But it’s not fair.”




  “Honey, life isn’t always fair.”




  Stroking her hair, as we lay talking about the wonderful man who was gone forever from our lives, we both drifted off to sleep, closer than we’d been in many months.




  The ringing of the telephone woke me. I quietly extricated myself from the sheets, and tiptoed to my office. It was Mom calling from New Mexico.




  “Hi, Mom… Yeah, we’re going, but she’s not too pleased. She was planning a trip to the beach with her friends… I know, Mom, getting a good start in high school is important… Yeah, we’re happy here… No. I’m not moving back home with you and Dad. Our home is here.”




  I held the phone away from my ear and stared at a picture on my desk. A tall Nordic man looked back at me.




  “Oh, Tom,” I whispered under my breath. “Why did you have to die?”




  “What did you say?” Mother asked.




  “Uh, nothing. I really need to get to bed. It’s an early work day tomorrow… Love you, too. Good night.”




  After hanging up the phone, I sat for a while absentmindedly fingering Tom’s dog tags, and then re-read them for the hundredth time—Tom Gordon, my late husband and Alyssa’s father. I sighed and then flipped through a stack of mail next to my computer. Yuck, mostly bills.




  Thank goodness Tom had purchased mortgage insurance. The policy paid off the loan on our house, and with the addition of his military death benefits we stayed afloat. Having no house payment allowed me to work part-time, instead of having a full schedule as a dental hygienist. We weren’t wealthy by any means, but Alyssa and I were doing okay. Okay financially, but emotionally the jury is still out.




  Chapter 4




  He paced back and forth muttering softly to himself.




  “Why did she leave? She didn’t even say goodbye. She just left while I was at work. I took my meds like the doctor said I should.”




  He ran his fingers through his disheveled hair.




  “I didn’t want to hurt her, but she ran.”




  He glanced at the table next to his bed and looked again at the pretty blonde woman smiling in the wedding photo. He studied her for a moment. She looked so happy. Then he angrily shook his head and glared at the picture. A second later he slammed his fist into the wall.




  “Damn her!”




  He seized the gold-rimmed frame and threw it across the room. The glass made a tinkling sound as it shattered.




  “Where is she?” he cried.




  His constant companion answered, “You know. She’s in a grave in the canyon.”




  He whirled around, but as usual no one was there. “No, she isn’t. She left me again. I’ve got to go find her.”




  Chapter 5




  The Mother-Daughter social was a success. Alyssa met several girls who enjoyed running as much as she did. They were enrolled in the high school cross country summer program. A group of them gathered in a corner. Their giggling and occasional girlish shrieks filled the room.




  Several of the moms and I found a quiet spot and sat down. For a while, we talked about how warm the summer had been and the latest shows on television, but then the conversation turned to the topic of our teenagers starting high school. A few of the women had older children enrolled at Capistrano Valley, and they related how impressed they were with the overall quality of the campus. It made me feel a little better about Alyssa starting ninth grade.




  Later, the event hostess approached us and said she’d placed a collection of information packets, lists of school clubs, and sports programs on a table by the kitchen. I excused myself and walked over, collected a stack, then sat down to read. To my consternation, I soon realized I was close enough to overhear Alyssa talking with several of her new friends.




  “Summer workouts have already started. You had to sign up in June, but I’m sure the coach will let you in.” I peeked over my shoulder to see who was speaking. It was a willowy blonde with pigtails.




  “I don’t know, Kristin, remember we had to have a physical first.” That from a brunette with a pixie-cut.




  “Well, I could get a doctor’s exam. I’d pass—no problem,” Alyssa offered.




  “Okay, but we’ve been running five days a week since practice started in late July. You’ll be behind,” Kristin with the pigtails pointed out.




  “I run at least five miles on the weekends. I’ll keep up. In fact, last year my dad and I were getting in shape to run the L.A. Marathon. We sometimes ran twenty miles or more.”




  “Cool. So how’d you do?” Pixie-cut asked.




  “Uhh, we never entered.”




  “Oh, so maybe you guys’ll do it this year, huh?” Kristin asked.




  “No.” Alyssa’s voice was so low I could barely hear her speaking.




  “Hmm, well, I’ve always wanted to run a marathon.” Kristin turned toward pixie-cut who had started to walk away. “Hey, Tammy. You up for running the L.A. Marathon this spring?”




  “Sure thing,” Tammy shouted back.




  Kristin airily waved her hands in the air. “Okay, that’s settled. You want to enter with us?”




  “Yeah, I’d like that,” Alyssa answered.




  “So, then now we need to get you on the cross country team. I think there are some hand-outs over there.” She motioned toward the table.




  Alyssa turned and her eyes met mine. She jerked back and frowned. “Uhh, I think my mom already has the forms. That’s her.” She pointed at me.




  I waved.




  Kristin bobbed her head. “Hi.”




  “Hey, I’m thirsty. Let’s get some punch,” Alyssa said.




  Kristin nodded. Both girls turned and walked into the other room. My face felt warm. I guess she caught me eavesdropping. Now she’s probably mad.




  I thumbed through the pamphlets on my lap. Ah, there it is, Girls Cross Country. Okay, first things needed are a physical and a completed registration package—check. Hmm, summer training started in the middle of July. It’s August already. But, it does say the coach can make allowances for family vacations. I’ll ask and see if he’ll excuse the missed practices.




  Next thing is the try-outs. They’ll be held when school starts. The kids only need to complete five miles in fifty-five minutes. I’m sure Alyssa can do that, but we’re going to have to rev up our morning runs until we get her enrolled.




  * * * *




  So, Monday morning I was up before the birds. I’m a slug before eight. Alyssa, the antithesis of the typical teenager, was wide awake and excited. We drove to the flood control channel between San Juan Capistrano and Dana Point Harbor. One of our favorite running trails is a bike path at the top of the embankment. I parked and then proceeded to do some warm-up exercises.




  “Come on, Mom. You’ve stretched enough. Let’s go!”




  “Coffee! Must have coffee.” I rubbed my eyes and yawned.




  Alyssa shook her head. “Caffeine’s not good before you run.”




  “So, whose bright idea was it to run before I had to go to work?”




  Alyssa grinned. “Yours, now get moving!”




  She spurted forward. No warming up for her. Soon she was several hundred feet in front. It was early and the sun hadn’t risen over the horizon. The sky, before the coming daybreak, was a deep purple tinged with streaks of pink and yellow. In the pale first light of morning, it almost seemed as if I could see Tom on the path in front of me, sprinting alongside Alyssa. The vision of Tom, the sharp salty tang of the ocean, and the warm summer breeze transported me back in time to a tropical beach in Belize where we had vacationed several years prior. Tears sprang to my eyes. I could almost hear him, murmuring in my ear, as if he were still next to me on that gorgeous white sand beach, “I’m the luckiest man on earth. Nothing beats loving you, not even vacationing in paradise.”




  Tom, oh Tom, I miss you so.




  A whisper of wind brushed my cheek; it felt like an answering kiss. The faucets opened and I began to bawl, deep gulping sobs. The pain of losing him ripped at me as sharply as if he’d died yesterday. Finally, I fished in the pocket of my warm-up jacket for a tissue and swiped at my eyes.




  By that time Alyssa had doubled-back and was running toward me. Hurriedly I put on a smile. “Did you go all the way to the end?” I asked.




  She must have noticed my tear-streaked face, for she gave me a quizzical look, but then said, “Of course, Mom. If we’re going to do this you need to get a move on and put your heart into it.”




  I grimaced and closed my eyes. My heart was somewhere else at the moment.




  Alyssa made sure I finished my run, and then we hurried home. After a quick shower and two minutes to apply some make-up, I headed for the door and Alyssa headed back to bed.




  “What are your plans today?” I asked over my shoulder.




  “Going to the beach.” She gave me a look. “Like I’d planned to do on Saturday, ’member?”




  Ignoring her sarcasm, I asked, “Who’s driving?”




  “Marcia’s mom.”




  “Okay, but be home for dinner. I’ll bring Chinese.” I pecked her cheek and rushed out.




  While driving to work, Tom’s favorite song came on the radio. I punched the Off button, but it still played in my head.




  “Damn! Does everything have to remind me?” I shouted.




  Then, when I reached for my insulated cup, the realization I’d forgotten my coffee hit me.




  “Just great!”




  I was still grumbling when I pulled open the door to the dental office a few minutes later. Debbie, the office manager, looked up. “Hey, what’s with the long face?”




  “I had a bad morning, and worse yet, I forgot my caffeine fix.”




  “I thought you looked different without the coffee cup glued to your lip.”




  “Ha, ha, very funny. Is there any in back?”




  “Yeah, and your first patient cancelled, so you’ll have time to drink it.”




  “Finally something’s right,” I mumbled.




  “Wow, it’s been a while since I’ve seen you so down.”




  Running my fingers through my hair, I looked away and sighed. “I still miss Tom so much, and Alyssa’s getting an attitude.”




  “She’s a teenager. Of course she has an attitude.”




  “Yeah, but she was so close to Tom. I feel like I’m failing her somehow. I’m always walking on eggshells.”




  “Kim, you’re a great mom. She misses her daddy. That’s natural, but she loves you.”




  “I guess so. It’s just so hard.”




  Debbie patted my hand. “Hey, I’m having a dinner party this Friday night. You’re invited.”




  I looked at my friend. “What’s the occasion? You’re not trying to set me up again, are you?”




  Debbie laughed nervously. “Well, maybe just a little, but it’s a legitimate celebration. Dave’s brother got a promotion and a big raise in salary. It couldn’t have come at a better time since Lisa, his wife, is eight months pregnant with their third child.”




  “So who’s my dinner partner?”




  “Lisa’s brother.”




  I frowned. “Tell me about him.”




  “I don’t know much.”




  I stared intently at Debbie. She twirled a strand of her dark hair around her finger.




  “Okay, well, he just got divorced, but he’s supposed to be a great guy.”




  “On the rebound, huh?”




  “Dave’s met him and says he’s okay, and my husband is a pretty good judge of character.”




  “I’m not ready to date.”




  “Just come to dinner. If you’re not interested—leave after you eat.”




  “Uhh.”




  “Come on, it’ll be fun. I’m making my famous lasagna.”




  “Okay, but I’m going home right after your fabulous meal.”




  Chapter 6




  The rest of the week flew by, and soon it was Friday. I stood in my closet pondering what to wear. Normally, I’d just throw on a pair of jeans and a sweater, accessorize with jewelry and heels, and I’d be good to go. It had been a long time since I worried about dressing up. Now I was in a quandary. I stepped back. Why do I care? I never should’ve agreed to go to Debbie’s party, anyway. I don’t want to date and I sure as heck don’t want a relationship with a guy who’s just gotten divorced.




  The decision made, I turned to go call and cancel, then paused. Who am I kidding? I need somebody in my life. Oh Tom, I’m so lonely.




  I sighed and resumed my search. That red dress really shows off my figure. Yeah, but it might give the guy the wrong impression. I think I’ll wear the black skirt and ecru shell. It’s conservative and dull. Perfect to stifle any sexual interest he might have.




  Collecting my choices, I walked into the bedroom, quickly dressed, and then went to say goodnight to Alyssa. She looked startled when I stepped into her room.




  “Wow, Mom. You look nice.”




  “Thanks.”




  “I thought you were just going to a work thing?”




  “Yeah, it’s a dinner at Debbie’s. You know her.”




  She looked suspicious. “Who else is going to be there?”




  “Just Debbie and Dave, and Dave’s brother, Dick, and his wife, Lisa, and her brother.”




  “Ohh, Lisa’s brother is single? What’s he like?”




  She’s quick. I’ve got to give her that. “I don’t know. I’ve never met him.”




  “Uh, huh, well have fun.” She went back to texting on her phone.




  “I’ve got my cell if you need me. Don’t leave the house, okay? I won’t be late.”




  “Sure, Mom.” She didn’t look up.




  I walked down the hall and paused for a moment at the bathroom door. Then I went in and checked my reflection in the mirror. Big brown eyes outlined with charcoal liner stared back. Hmm, not bad, but Tom always said my smile was my best feature. What color lipstick should I wear? This peach is probably a good choice. Now my hair. It’s a dull shade of brown. Maybe Alyssa’s right; I should add some blonde highlights.




  Finished with my make-up, I reached for my everyday fragrance, and then decided to splurge with real perfume. The scent of Attraction by Lancôme with its light floral bouquet mixed with a warm earthiness always made me feel sophisticated. A few quick sprits, and then I walked out, nervous, but excited.




  * * * *




  Debbie swung her front door open almost simultaneously with my knock.




  “I was afraid you weren’t going to come,” she said.




  “Oh, ye of little faith, but you’re right, I thought about cancelling. I would’ve called, though.”




  “I’d have been pissed if you cancelled on me, and you would’ve really missed out. He’s cute and seems awfully nice.”




  “All right, already, I’m sold. Just lead the way.” I giggled nervously.




  Following Debbie, I straightened my skirt and ran my fingers through my hair. I felt a little like a debutante at her coming-out party. When we entered the living room, six people paused in mid-conversation and looked up. Do they all know Debbie set me up on a blind date?




  Dave, Debbie’s husband, walked over and took my arm. I’d met him at several office functions. His sister-in-law Lisa smiled and waved. I recognized her from a Christmas bazaar she’d attended with Debbie last year. That left four people I didn’t recognize. Lisa struggled up from her chair, her pregnant belly leading the way. She pointed to the two men standing closest to her.




  “Kim, I’d like to introduce my husband, Dick, and my little brother, Andrew Timber; Andy for short.” She giggled as she looked up at her sibling towering over her. Dick nodded and then stepped to steady his wife who was a little off-balance.




  Wow, her brother’s really tall and handsome.




  “Hello, guys, nice to meet you both,” I said.




  Debbie motioned toward the other couple and introduced them as neighborhood friends, Denny and Jean. “They always want to be invited to Italian night at my house. Guess they like my lasagna.”




  Dave laughed. “Yeah, those Italian genes make for some great food, maybe a little too good.” He patted his slight stomach bulge.




  Andy came toward me, a big smile on his face. “I’m glad you could come. Debbie and Lisa have been telling me so much about you.”




  I grimaced. “I hope it was all good.”




  “Yep, you just won the Miss Congeniality award.”




  “Don’t believe everything you hear. I do have a few faults.”




  “Not according to them,” he said.




  “So, I’m at a loss. Nary a word has been said about you.”




  “Oh, I’m not very complicated—just a typical guy. Feed me and let me watch my ball games, and I’m happy.”




  Everyone in the room laughed and my uneasiness started to melt away. I turned to say something to Debbie and noticed she’d disappeared, probably to the kitchen. “Speaking of feeding someone, I should go offer to help.”




  He grinned. “Okay. We’re seated together at the table, so I’ll see you soon.”
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