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      This was not how her life was supposed to go.

      Alissa wasn’t supposed to be in a social worker’s office that smelled of burned coffee on a cold night in December. Alone. Without Mommy and Daddy. Please wake up, she thought. Let this be a bad dream.

      But dreams didn’t have smells. Nightmares were over faster than this. If she called out from her cozy bed in their warm house, her mother came. Not now. Her mother was dead. She would never comfort Alissa in the middle of the night ever again.

      The social worker, Mrs. Keele, had left her in the office to wait while she wrapped up some details. Alissa didn’t know what details meant, only that she was to be sent to a foster home because her mother and father were dead.

      Shaking, she pulled her sweater tighter around her middle. She’d had her jacket on after her school concert, but she didn’t now. Where had her jacket gone? A space heater in the corner made a humming insect sound but no heat warmed the room. Her tired, puffy eyes stung. A split in the orange plastic cushion of the chair dug into her leg as she looked around the small office. Layers of paper and folders littered a gray metal desk. A calendar with a photograph of kittens playing with a ball of string hung on the wall behind the desk.

      The scent of burned coffee reminded her of the time her mother forgot to turn the electric pot off, and the stench had filled the house. Daddy had teased Mommy, saying she was an absentminded professor. This was their joke because they were both professors and equally forgetful. They’d never forgotten Alissa though. She’d been their whole world. Hadn’t Mommy just said that to her last week?

      The accident had been at night, coming home from her school holiday recital. Her fourth-grade class had sung “Frosty the Snowman.” Alissa was the smallest in her class, so the teacher had put her on the bottom rung of the bleachers. Her parents had been in the front row with their video camera. They’d smiled and clapped extra hard when the song finished.

      Going home, the roads were icy. Daddy said not to worry. He was a great driver even with ice because he was extra careful because of the precious cargo he carried. “That’s us,” Mommy said, as she glanced back at Alissa.

      A car had lurched into their lane like a bumper car ride at the county fair they’d been to last summer. She remembered that. Mommy screamed. Then, everything went black. Alissa woke up in a hospital bed. Her head and body ached. Her mouth so dry. A nurse with hair like a mushroom and creases in her cheeks had given her ice-cold water in a plastic cup with a bendy straw. “Where’s my mommy and daddy?” she’d asked.

      The nurse with the mushroom hair zipped her lips together and avoided eye contact, then scurried away. A policeman in a blue uniform and a round stomach came to talk to her. He’d spoken softly, like they were at the library.

      Her parents hadn’t survived the accident. “They were killed instantly,” he said. “They didn’t suffer.”

      “But I heard Mommy scream,” Alissa said.

      The rims of the police officer’s eyes turned pink. “I’m sorry, Alissa.”

      She was an orphan now. She asked him what would happen to her. He said social services would come. “They’ll find a place for you to go,” he said.

      “A place?”

      “A home with a family. A foster home,” he said. “Or a relative who wants you.”

      There was no one. Her parents were only children. Alissa’s grandparents had all died before she was born. Mommy had once told her that she and Daddy had been drawn to each other because of their similar experiences, having lost their single mothers young. “We became each other’s family,” she’d said.

      So, that meant she would go to a foster home. She’d heard of those. A girl in her grade had been in one. She came to school in dirty, ragged clothes, and her eyes reminded Alissa of a dog’s eyes she’d seen in an advertisement for a pet rescue society, haunted and defeated. Mommy had once said that it was a special type of person who would offer their home to a child in need. Was she now a child in need? She didn’t want to be.

      Now, she waited for Mrs. Keele to return and tell her where she would go next. The vastness of that question made her chest burn. She would not go back to her own house with her pink room and unicorn pillows. She would no longer wake to the smell of bacon and pancakes. She would no longer fall asleep after a bedtime story. They’d only been halfway through the Harry Potter series. Would she ever know what happened to Harry, Ron and Hermione?

      “We’ve done a search and there’s no one in either of your parents’ families who is available to take you,” Mrs. Keele had said.

      “I know,” Alissa had replied. She could have told Mrs. Keele that, but no one asked her anything. They just set her aside like leftover Chinese food going bad in the back of the refrigerator.

      “We’ll find a nice family for you,” Mrs. Keele had said, as her large hands moved papers around her desk. Her skin looked chapped and her cuticles red and irritated. Alissa wanted to offer some of Mommy’s lotions that she’d always carried in her purse. Where was Mommy’s purse? Had it been thrown from the car? Was it out on the highway somewhere? Were Mommy’s friends sending texts to a phone that would never be picked up again?

      Mommy and Daddy.

      Tears came. Alissa tried to stop them, but it was useless. Grief filled her, pushing away everything but the awful bleak hopelessness. She hugged her knees and sobbed. A terrible darkness lived in her chest now. She was lost, adrift. Alone. Mrs. Keele said she couldn’t go back to school. She’d no longer be best friends with Sophie. Probably that horrible Roxanne would worm her way in and become Sophie’s new best friend. She’d never see Mrs. Johnson, her favorite teacher, ever again.

      Everyone she loved was gone.

      What would happen to their Christmas tree? There were presents under there too. Who would take them? The shell frame she’d made at school for Mommy and Daddy was under there, wrapped in sparkly blue paper. What would happen to it? And what about all their things?

      Her thoughts were interrupted by Mrs. Keele’s return. “Time to go, dear.”

      Go? Where?
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      Alissa was in Mrs. Kirby’s kitchen. Gingerbread cookies were stacked on a platter shaped like Santa. Alissa had been allowed to have a cookie even though they hadn’t yet had dinner. The sweetness remained in her mouth even after taking a sip of milk.

      They’d chatted for a few minutes, then Mrs. Kirby told her something surprising.

      “I knew your dad,” Mrs. Kirby said. “He was a wonderful man.”

      “You knew him?”

      “Yes, my late husband worked with him at the university. They were both professors. I remember when you were born. Your dad was so proud. He went around the whole department handing out cigars.”

      “Cigars?” Alissa wrinkled her nose.

      “That’s just something people do when a baby is born,” Mrs. Kirby said. “Silly, isn’t it?”

      “Kind of.”

      “Would you like to call me Maddie, instead of Mrs. Kirby?”

      “I guess so.” Alissa studied Maddie. She had long dark lashes and wore pink lipstick. Her perfume smelled like a meadow of wildflowers. She wore a zebra-print dress and long black boots with a heel. Mommy would have liked her. She would have complimented her boots. “Did you know my mom too?”

      “Yes. I met her a few times at parties. She was very pretty and smart…” Maddie trailed off, and fidgeted with a napkin.

      Alissa nodded and tried not to cry. Her Mommy had been the prettiest woman in the whole world.

      They didn’t suffer.

      “They died,” she said.

      “I know, sweetie. I’m so very sorry. It hurts, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes,” she whispered. “I just want to go home.”

      Maddie put her hand on Alissa’s shoulder. The gentle touch made her want to crawl onto Maddie’s lap and bury her face into the soft, sweet-smelling shoulder. “My husband died a few years back,” Maddie continued. “My little daughter too.”

      A dart of shock coursed through Alissa. Did Maddie have the dark hole in her chest too? Was that what made her eyes sad?

      “They were in a car accident too,” Maddie said.

      “Oh.” She couldn’t think what to say.

      “I know how hard it is to understand what happened but I’m here to help.”

      “You have sad eyes,” Alissa said.

      “Yes, I do,” Maddie said. “My heart’s sad, so it shows in my eyes. I’m here for you now. The others will be too. Your new sisters. You won’t ever have to be alone again.”

      Alissa’s mind tumbled over this idea. Would her sisters become new friends? Other girls who understood what it was like to be without parents?

      “I know I can’t take the place of your parents, but I’ll love you like my own.”

      “Why?”

      “Because loving you makes it hurt less that my daughter is in heaven instead of here with me.”

      Maddie seemed nice—and she’d always wanted a sister. Not this way, of course, but her parents were gone. “I’d like to have sisters.”

      Maddie smiled and kissed the top of Alissa’s head. “I have something for you.” She went to the counter where a blue purse sat next to the telephone. Maddie reached inside and returned to the table to set a small silver heart in front of Alissa. “Whenever you feel scared or anxious, hold this heart and know your mother and father are now your guardian angels. They’ll always be with you, even if you can’t see them.”

      Alissa squeezed her fingers around the cold metal. Seconds later, warmth spread through her body, seemingly radiating from the heart. For the first time, she had hope that she would be all right. Her mother and father were her angels now. All she had to do was remember them, and they would be with her.

      “Thank you,” she said to Maddie, remembering her manners. Mommy always said there was something to be thankful for, even during the darkest times. She was thankful for Maddie Kirby.

      Please, Mommy and Daddy, look over me and this nice lady. And my new sisters.
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      Alissa was seated at the dining room table in Maddie’s house with three other girls. She couldn’t yet think of them as her sisters even though she felt an instant connection with them. They all had sad eyes too. Still, they were strangers, thrown together because their parents were gone. Jo was a big girl of fifteen, with green eyes that were angry, as well as wretched. When Alissa smiled at her, Jo looked away and flushed. Stevie was the next oldest at thirteen, with a face kind of like a storm cloud. Her hair was the color of a copper cup Alissa’s father used to drink Moscow Mules out of on Saturday nights. The littlest girl, Hailey, wore thick glasses and darted glances at Alissa with her big blue eyes. She was so tiny and thin that Alissa thought she might float away like a balloon if someone didn’t hold her down. With that in mind, she scooted her chair closer and reached under the table to take Hailey’s hand.

      Hailey squeezed her hand back and they exchanged a smile.

      Maddie set a pile of blank paper on the table. “Since we’re so close to Christmas, I thought it would be fun to write Santa a letter.”

      Alissa glanced around the table. The two older girls looked down at their laps. A tear caught in Hailey’s lower lashes.

      Alissa had planned to ask for the Barbie camper. Now everything was different. All she wanted was her mother and father to come get her. She’d give up Christmas presents for the rest of her life if that could happen. But even Santa couldn’t deliver that wish.

      Maddie smiled at her. “He knows you’ve been through a lot and that you’ve been a good girl.”

      “Okay,” Alissa said. “I’ll write one.”

      Maddie passed around paper and pencils for everyone. The girls dispersed from the table, wandering to other places in the house. Alissa chewed on the end of her pencil, debating about what to write. Last month, she and Mommy had kept gratitude journals. Every day they wrote something they were thankful for and then shared it on the way to school. “No matter how bad things are,” Mommy’s voice echoed through her mind, “there is always something to be thankful for.”

      Alissa didn’t want to be thankful just at the moment. She wanted to scream and cry and break things. Yet, Mommy was right. She was here with Maddie and the other girls. The house was warm and pretty with two enormous sparkly trees. The room smelled of cookies and hot cocoa. Maddie had managed to bring her clothes, books and dolls from home. They were already arranged in the upstairs bedroom she would share with Hailey.

      Dear Santa,

      I’m thankful for my new home even though I miss Mommy and Daddy. I’d still like the Barbie camper even though it seems stupid now. I wonder if Barbie’s parents are alive? I’ve never seen them so maybe they’re dead too. If that’s true, does she have a foster mom like me? I’d also like you to bring something for each of my new sisters that will make them smile and take away their sad eyes.

      Yours truly,

      Alissa Mann

      That night, after they were allowed to eat a sugar cookie and drink a glass of milk, Alissa brushed her teeth. She stared back at her reflection, feeling almost as if her body and face belonged to someone else. Would she ever feel normal again?

      She slipped between the covers in her new twin bed. Across from her, Hailey did the same. Maddie tucked the covers up around her shoulders and kissed her forehead, just like Mommy did. Then, she did the same for Hailey.

      “Will you be all right with just the night light?” Maddie asked.

      Alissa nodded.

      Hailey said, “Yes, ma’am.”

      “My daughter was afraid of the dark,” Maddie said, as she perched on the end of Alissa’s bed. “I bought the brightest light I could find. In the morning, I would come in and she’d have turned on the lamp anyway.”

      “Did she get in trouble?” Hailey asked.

      “No. I always figured there were more things to worry about than whether or not she needed the lights on,” Maddie said. “Anyway, you girls sleep well. In the morning, we’ll do a little Christmas shopping and go to the holiday festival at the town center.”

      “Really?” Hailey asked. “I’ve never been before.”

      “It’s one of the best parts of Christmas,” Maddie said.

      Alissa squeezed her eyes shut to keep from crying. She and her parents had gone there every holiday season. They’d bought a new ornament each year for their tree. What would happen to all those ornaments now?

      “What is it, sweetie?” Maddie asked.

      “What happened to all the ornaments at my house?” Alissa asked.

      Maddie swept a hand through her silky brown hair. “Your mommy’s best friend is taking care of putting away your parents’ things for you to have when you’re older. I’ll make sure she puts those in a safe place, okay?”

      Alissa’s body flooded with relief. “Thank you, Maddie.”

      “You’re welcome. Good night, loves.”

      Maddie went to the doorway and turned off the overhead light. “Door open or closed?” she asked.

      “Open,” Hailey and Alissa said at the same time.

      “Open it is then,” Maddie said. With one last smile, she disappeared from the doorway.

      Alissa heard her footsteps down the hall, and then a murmuring of voices as she stopped in Jo’s room. She lay on her back looking up at the ceiling. At home, her mother had placed glowing stars on the ceiling. Here, there was nothing but black. After a few minutes, the sound of Hailey crying startled her from her thoughts.

      “Hailey,” she whispered. “Are you all right?”

      “No,” Hailey said in a shaky voice. “I’m scared.”

      “It’s all right,” Alissa said. “I’m here.”

      “Would you sleep next to me?” she asked. “Just for a few minutes.”

      “Sure.” Alissa scooted out of the covers and crossed the few feet to the other bed. They were both small enough to fit nicely in the bed, lying on their backs and holding hands.

      “Sometimes when I can’t sleep, I tell myself stories,” Hailey said. “I have one about a dachshund puppy. Would you like to hear it?”

      “Sure. I love dogs,” Alissa said. A feeling she’d never had before washed over her. She wanted to protect her little friend, her new sister, from harm and further pain. Not that she had any idea how. Maybe listening to her story was a good start.

      “Once upon a time, there was a dog named Zeke,” Hailey said.

      Her new sister only got out two more sentences before she drifted off to sleep. Alissa slipped back to her own bed and curled on her side. The house creaked. Maddie’s footsteps, as she prepared for Christmas downstairs, soothed Alissa. She heard Mommy’s voice in her head. Everything will be all right, my darling. One day at a time.

      Eventually, she fell asleep and dreamed of angels singing “Silent Night.”
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      Alissa yawned as she slipped out of her jeans and sweater and into her skimpy cocktail waitress uniform of booty shorts and a bikini top. Friday nights tried her willpower and resolve. After a long week of teaching kindergarten, coming to the gentlemen’s club to place drinks in front of men who should have been home with their wives or families was not exactly her dream life. However, sometimes even a nice girl had to do what she had to do. Even if it meant keeping aspects of her life a secret from her mother and sisters. This made her cringe when she thought about the perpetual lie. They were not a family of secrets. Maddie had always told them they could tell her whatever was on their mind, even if it wasn’t pretty.

      But this? This job she wouldn’t understand. Alissa wouldn’t have done it had she not been desperate. After graduation, she took a hard look at her student loans and wondered how she would ever pay them off with only her kindergarten teacher salary. Maddie would insist that she help Alissa financially. With everything in her being, Alissa didn’t want that to happen. Maddie Kirby had already sacrificed enough. Using her savings was not the answer to Alissa’s debt. She would take care of this herself. One way or the other.

      She’d swallowed her pride and accepted the job, burying her shame about lying to her family. For a year, she slogged through shifts, narrowly escaped gropes, and put every tip she made into the bank.

      Having accomplished her goals, she’d been down to her last month of waitressing. College loans were paid. She’d even managed to buy a few pieces of furniture for her tiny apartment. There was even a little extra in the bank for the unexpected. But then, her best friend Sophie had been in a car accident. She’d almost been killed. Multiple fractures to her legs, broken ribs and a concussion made it impossible for her to work.

      When Alissa got the call about Sophie, her heart stopped. Memories of her parents’ deaths and the toll they had taken on her life rushed over her. Only when the nurse assured her that Sophie would live could she breathe. However, Sophie wouldn’t be able to return to her office assistant job for months. An hourly employee without adequate insurance and no income, she would accumulate debt faster than she could heal. Alissa couldn’t let that happen. They’d been best friends since they were little kids. Even after Alissa had had to change schools, the girls had remained close. Sophie had been the only person from her old life that she hadn’t lost. She would do anything for her, including staying on at the club for a few more months.

      The gentlemen’s club was on the higher end, if that was possible for such a place. It was clean. A bright red and blue rug gave the room a cheery feel despite the dim lights. The stage was simple and elevated from the patrons’ tables to make it less likely for a lusty grab. Their dancers didn’t strip down all the way, just to their bras and panties. Okay, yes, the bras were basically see-through, but it was the principle of the thing. That’s what she told herself anyway. Also, there was absolutely no touching allowed. Even lap dances. Alissa never could figure out how they managed to keep their distance, dancing so close without actually touching. No matter what anyone said, there were skills involved in the profession. That’s why she was only a waitress. She couldn’t dance to save her life.

      The patrons were nicely dressed, usually rich businessmen entertaining clients. Alissa would rather have had a nice steak if it were her being wined and dined. But who was she to judge? They tipped well, not just the dancers but Alissa too. Rarely, a table would get out of hand. When that happened, Rif, the owner, kicked them out as soon as he caught even a hint of trouble. He took care of his girls, he always said. The girls, in turn for his loyalty and fairness, were loyal right back.

      Alissa had been surprised to learn more about the girls as time went on. They were not what she’d expected. There were a few law school and graduate students, single mothers without child support, even a medical student. They could make more money dancing than they could ever hope to make elsewhere. Alissa came to admire them, these women who put their real lives aside every night to entertain men because they had to.

      Alissa simply delivered cocktails. No dancing for her, she’d told Rif up front. He’d told her the opportunity was available if she ever changed her mind. “You could make ten times what you’re making slinging drinks and you sure have the body for it.”

      “No, thank you, sir,” she’d said. It was bad enough that she had to wear scarcely more than a bikini. There was no way she was prancing around a pole or giving men lap dances.

      This particular Friday night was busy. She scampered from table to table, delivering drinks and taking orders. Music blasted through the speakers as the girls came out, one by one, to perform. They each had a persona that matched the song. Millie, for example, the medical student, danced to a country song while dressed in a tight “farmer’s daughter” outfit, including a straw hat and two blond braids.

      The song was nearing the end when Alissa stopped at a table of four men in suits. They’d just arrived and were in the process of taking off their jackets and loosening ties when she asked what she could get them. She guessed two of them to be in their early thirties. Both wore wedding rings and were attractive in that generic, closely cropped, business guy type of way. The third, who seemed a few years younger than the others, had dark, floppy hair and intelligent, sensitive eyes the color of unwashed denim. She felt certain she’d seen him before but couldn’t place where. The fourth man was closer to sixty, given his mostly gray hair and creases on his forehead and around his eyes. He winked at her when she turned toward him. She blatantly ignored the flirtatious overture and asked him, flatly, what he wanted.

      “We’d like martinis,” Denim Eyes said. “Made from Marsh Vodka, please.”

      Her eyebrows lifted before she could stop them. That was the highest-end vodka they sold, made by the boutique Marsh distillery. Rif said they made the finest liquors in the world. Alissa wouldn’t know. She occasionally had a glass of wine after her shift, but liquor made her gag.

      “Only the best for this table,” the old man said. “Since Marsh here has the tab.” He pointed at Denim Eyes.

      Marsh? Was he the owner of the distillery? “Stirred or shaken?” Alissa asked at the same time Millie pranced over to the side of the stage directly in front of Marsh’s table and shook everything. Great timing, Alissa thought. She must not have been the only one who noticed the symmetry of word and action. Everyone but Marsh tittered as Millie lifted a red cowgirl-boot-clad leg and shimmied around a pole.

      “Shaken, please.” Denim Eyes’ cheeks had turned bright red. Or, Mr. Marsh, she thought. He shifted in his chair and scratched behind his ear as he looked away from the stage.

      “Olives or twists?” Alissa asked.

      “I like them dirty, as dirty as they come,” Gray Hair said before whipping his head back to the stage where Gayle was making her entrance in a naughty nurse outfit to the tune of “Hurts So Good.”

      “Twist for me, please,” Marsh said, not meeting Alissa’s gaze.

      The other two asked for olives, without the sexual innuendo.

      Alissa scurried off to the bar. Rif tended bar on Friday nights, along with Marty, a crusty former sailor who Alissa adored.

      “Four Marsh martinis, up. One with a twist, the other three with olives. One dirty.”

      “You got it, little lady,” Marty said. He was the type who could call a woman little lady and get away with it—at least with her. He was from a different time, so Alissa cut him some slack. Her sisters Stevie and Jo would not have. They had no patience for that kind of thing.

      Rif set a pitcher of beer on the counter.

      “See that table?” she said, indicating with a slight nudge toward Marsh and his friends. “Do you know him? The young, cute one?”

      “Sure. That’s Jed Marsh. Of Marsh Vodka,” Rif said. “He comes in during the day usually—just to do business. I’ve never seen him here at night.”

      “I got the feeling he’s entertaining clients,” Alissa said. “And that he’s not thrilled to be here.”

      “He’s a straight-and-narrow type of guy,” Rif said. “His old man runs the show but supposedly the business will be passed down to him in the next few years.”

      While the guys fixed the drinks, she took the pitcher of beer to a table of men who looked like they belonged in a fraternity house. By the time she returned, Rif had four martinis on a platter for her.

      “Marsh hasn’t taken his eyes off you,” Rif said.

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, you. Be careful,” Rif said. “His mother’s the dragon lady. Runs off every woman he’s ever met.”

      “How do you know?” Alissa asked.

      “He’s been selling me vodka for a long time,” Rif said. “We talk, you know, how men do. I complain about my wife. He complains about his mother. Good man, that one, but his old man’s a real piece of work. Throw the mother in there and no wonder he’s single.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said. “Not that I’m available or anything.”

      “You’re not?” Rif asked.

      “Who dates a girl that works in a place like this?” Alissa asked.

      Rif clutched the front of his shirt. “I’m hurt.”

      “You know what I mean,” she said. “Look at this outfit. Am I the type you take home to mama?”

      “You’re a kindergarten teacher,” Marty said.

      “By day,” Alissa said. “But at night I’m a cocktail waitress in a questionable club.” She grinned to let them know she was teasing. Kind of, anyway.

      “Off with you,” Rif said. “I’ve had enough of your sassy mouth.”

      Here’s what Alissa had learned during her tenure at the club. People, like Rif and Marty—good people—were in all walks of life. One didn’t have to be a pastor to be a good person. In fact, one’s profession had nothing to do with the compassion of one’s heart. Maddie had always taught them to be openminded, to remember that it was not a human’s right to judge another. That right was reserved for God. This lesson had been hammered into Alissa’s consciousness since the first night she put on her waitress uniform and met some of the other girls. Before this experience, she might have judged them for their choice of work. Not now. She liked this about herself, that she could see below the surface of a thing and understand that life was complicated. One’s journey was not always the straight path one wished it to be. There were boulders that crushed, mountains to climb, rivers to cross.

      We were survivors, she’d often thought over the years. The experiences of her sisters and Maddie were proof. What she and her sisters had survived, prior to Maddie making them a family, had changed them, marked them forever. Yet, all the good and bad mingled together to form the complex, phenomenal women they all were.

      Even me, she thought, as she dabbed a wet spot on the side of one of the martini glasses. She might not be as smart or ambitious as her sisters, but she had a calling. Those little ones in her class, especially the ones from families struggling financially, inspired her to bring her all every single day. The foundation she gave them would take them through their whole lives. Someday, she would look back and know she’d impacted the world in her small way.

      She lifted the tray of martinis, thanking Rif, and headed back to Marsh and his companions. At the table, she placed the extra dirty one next to the dirty old man, careful not to get close enough that his hand could grab her bottom. She set the other two martinis in front of the generic suit guys, then gave the last one to Marsh.

      “That’s a balancing act,” Marsh said, gesticulating toward her tray. “My family appreciates your care. We think every drop of our vodka is precious.” He said this with a self-deprecating smile that matched his vocal tone. She liked him, this handsome Marsh, with his kind eyes and good manners. There was a quality about him, perhaps the precise way he moved and his squared shoulders, that reminded her of another era. A time when men kept their eyes focused on a woman’s face instead of her chest.

      The others at the table? Not so much. At times like this, she wanted to grab the nearest jacket and slip it over her shoulders.

      No whining, she told herself. This was the only way to help Sophie.

      She smiled sweetly and asked if they’d like anything else.

      “We’re good for now,” Marsh said. “Thank you.”

      They exchanged a quick smile before she scooted off to the next table. The rest of the night passed quickly. Jed Marsh and his friends stayed for another round of drinks before leaving around midnight. As expected, Marsh paid the bill. She smiled to see the thirty percent tip he left her.

      After closing time, she counted her tips at the bar, while Rif and Marty cleaned and put away glasses and mugs. It had been a good night. The dancers were always wound up by the end of the night, so those who didn’t have to be home right away were enjoying a cocktail at one of the empty tables. She would have expected them to be too tired to talk, but they chatted away about this and that. Alissa was too tired to even listen but enjoyed the familiar cadence of their voices and their laughter.

      “Jed Marsh asked about you,” Rif said.

      “He did?” She cringed at the high-pitched schoolgirl tone of her words.

      “I told him you were single,” Rif said. “But that you’re one of a kind and perfect, so if he’s interested, he has to prove his worthiness first.”

      “Rif, you didn’t?”

      “If he’s worth his salt, then he’ll rise to the challenge,” Rif said, shrugging.

      “Who exactly does he have to prove his worth to?” Alissa smiled, knowing the answer.

      “Me, for one,” Rif said. “I can’t have him waltzing in here and thinking he can take you out just because he’s rich.”

      “Me, for two,” Marty said.

      “And what does this dog and pony show look like?” Her grandmother, Nan, used that phrase, and it always made Alissa laugh, imagining a dog and a pony dancing a jig.

      “I told him what’s necessary,” Rif said. “The first step is flowers, with a request for a dinner date. I made sure he understood you would not be picked up so that he could murder you in his car.”

      “Rif, I don’t think he’s a murderer,” Alissa said, laughing.

      “Until we know for sure, you will meet him at the restaurant.”

      “He hasn’t even asked me out yet.”

      “If he does as asked, there will be flowers and a card delivered here tomorrow,” Rif said. “We’ll wait and see.”

      “You two probably scared him away.”

      “So, you would go out with him?” Marty asked.

      “I mean, I guess so. He’s cute and has exceptional manners. Other than the goon he was with, he seemed nice.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Rif said.

      Alissa gathered her bills and blew both men a kiss. “I’ll see you tomorrow evening.” They really were the dearest, sweetest guys around, even though they were ridiculously overprotective of her and the dancers. She could remember her father being that way too, joking that she wouldn’t be allowed to date until she was thirty.

      In the dressing room, she peeled her uniform from her tired body and pulled on her jeans and sweatshirt. Rif had a rule that they were not to walk to their cars alone. Millie was ready to go, thankfully.

      “Let’s do it, girl,” Millie said. “I could sleep for a week.”

      “Me too,” Alissa said. She clocked out, calling good-night to the girls who were removing makeup at the bank of mirrors in the dressing room. They all gave friendly waves before Alissa and Millie stepped out the back door.

      It was raining, as usual. Seattle was a fine town, other than the rain and the fact that normal people couldn’t afford the rent. Under the protection of the awning, she rummaged for her umbrella in her handbag and realized she’d left it at home.

      “Where are you?” Alissa asked, as she scanned the cars and trucks in the mostly empty parking lot.

      “Just two from you,” Millie said. “My car broke down last week, so I bought a new one. Not that I could afford it with tuition due, but I have to get around.”

      “I hear you,” Alissa said. “I’m worried I’ll need to do the same soon. Last week, mine wouldn’t start and I panicked.”

      “How’s Sophie?” Millie asked, as they made a run for their cars.

      Everyone knew the story of Sophie’s accident. They’d all been rooting for her recovery.

      “She’s much better.” Rain pelted Alissa’s face and drenched her hair. She really should have worn a coat. Spring in Seattle was temperamental. Cherry trees bloomed in brilliant pink, but the days were as cold and damp as they had been for months. “They let her out of traction finally. She’s home but still not able to get around much. The physical therapist will help once the casts come off but that’s another month away.”

      “What a nightmare.”

      “It has been, yes.”

      They were at Millie’s car by now. “Does that mean another month for you here?” Millie asked.

      “At least.”

      “You’re a good friend,” Millie called out, as they parted ways for their cars. “Sophie’s lucky to have you.”

      Alissa thanked her and sprinted the rest of the way to her car. Once inside, she locked the doors and waved to Millie that she was good. She set her bag on the passenger seat and wiped her face with a tissue she kept in the console. Shivering, she blinked as Millie’s lights illuminated the interior of her car. She put the key in the ignition and turned. The car’s engine sputtered. She cursed and tried again. Same sputtering sound. The engine would not turn over. One more time, she turned the key. Nothing.

      She smacked the steering wheel. Rif or Marty would have to give her a ride home—but they were probably thirty minutes away from closing up for the night. She sighed, weary and feeling a tiny bit sorry for herself. Okay, a lot sorry for herself. All she wanted was her bed.

      A tap on the passenger’s-side window caused her to jump, then scream. A face appeared, blurred by the rivulets of rain down the window.

      Jed Marsh. She could just make out his square jaw and dark hair. If he was a serial killer, she was about to find out.

      She cracked the window. “You scared me half to death,” she blurted out, her heart still pounding hard in her chest.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I forgot my overcoat and had my driver circle back to pick it up after we dropped the guys at the hotel downtown.”

      She narrowed her eyes. His hair was completely wet. Droplets of water pooled on his long, black coat. Even with his dark locks plastered against his forehead, he was the most handsome man she’d ever seen.

      “I’m Jed Marsh, from earlier. I was at your table.”

      “I remember,” she said. “It was mere minutes ago.”

      “Right.” He wiped water from his eyes as the rain continued to pound him.

      “What can I do for you?” Did he think she was the type of girl who offered her services for a fee? How dare he think so, just because she worked at Rif’s. “I’m not for sale, in case you wondered.”

      His eyes widened in what she could only interpret as horror. “What? Oh my God, no. I didn’t wonder that. Not at all. What did you think? I was about to proposition you?”

      She lifted a shoulder. “Why else would you show up at my car and frighten me out of my mind?”

      “I noticed your car wouldn’t start. And wondered if I could help. Or give you a lift home?”

      “One of the guys can take me home,” she said.

      He hesitated, glancing toward the entrance. For the first time, she noticed a limo parked near the front of the club. “May I come inside? I’m getting soaked out here.”

      Please, Jesus, don’t let him be a killer. She nodded and unlocked the door. He slipped inside, shivering. She became conscious of the worn cloth seats and ugly plastic dashboard.

      “What seems to be the problem?” Jed asked. “I mean, with the car.” He smelled so good, like vintage shaving cream. The kind her father had shaved with. When she was small, she’d sat on the closed toilet and watched him shave. She remembered the cold ceramic against the backs of her thighs.

      “It won’t start,” she said. “She’s old and tired.”

      That made him smile. “Does she have this problem often?”

      “Just last week. But then she started again, so I put off putting her in the shop. It’s so much money every time I take the old lady in.”

      “I don’t know anything about cars, but I can have Thomas drive you home,” he said.

      “Thomas?”

      “My driver.”

      “Oh, right. That’s your limo?” She gestured to the long black car.

      He pushed his dripping hair away from his face. “The limo isn’t mine. We just rented it for the night. Those guys I was with own a high-end restaurant conglomerate and wanted to paint the town, so to speak. I’m not the type to frequent clubs.”

      “I had a feeling.” Should she be offended?

      “Not that there’s anything wrong with it.” His hands fidgeted in his lap. “Those ladies are very talented.”

      She laughed despite wanting to dislike him because of his limo and manicured fingernails. “They are.”

      “You carry that tray like nobody’s business. I couldn’t help but notice the muscles in your arms.” He flushed and shook his head as he looked away. “Sorry. I’m not sure why I just said that.” He shivered again.

      “Are you cold?” she asked.

      “Very. You?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Please, let us take you home. The limo is nice and warm. I even have a few towels in there.”

      “Okay, I guess so. You’re not going to murder me, are you?”

      “Definitely not. Thomas won’t either.” He smiled as he ran both hands through his wet hair. “I’ll just wave him over.”

      While they waited for the limo to arrive, Alissa texted Rif to let him know she’d gotten a ride home. She didn’t want them to worry when they saw her car.

      Seconds later, the limo came their direction. The driver, Thomas, dressed in a black suit, got out of the limo and opened the side door for them. Next thing she knew, she was seated across from Jed Marsh. She’d never been in a limo before tonight. This one had black leather bench-like seats along both sides. To her, leather smelled like money. Plastic bottles of water were tucked into cup holders. A container of Marsh Vodka nestled in a bucket of ice.

      “Where to, Miss Mann?” Jed asked.

      “How do you know my last name?”

      “I asked Rif,” he said. “I’ve known him for years. Because of work.”

      She gave him the address of her apartment. Jed knocked on the window that separated Thomas and the rest of the limo. The glass came down, and Jed passed on the information to him.

      “Yes, sir,” Thomas said. “Shall I turn the heat up?”

      “That would be wonderful,” Jed said. “Thank you.”

      Alissa took the dry towel he offered and patted her face and hair. Jed did the same, rubbing his head with the towel like he’d just gotten out of the shower. Messy, damp hair made him seem younger and more approachable.

      “I thought you’d be a Seattle-proper kind of girl,” he said.

      She raised one eyebrow. “Do you think I’d be working at a club if I could afford Seattle?” She lived in an apartment building near the elementary school where she worked.

      “Rif told me you’re a kindergarten teacher. In addition to your waitressing job.”

      “That’s correct.”

      He wrapped his towel around his neck. “Would you care for a drink? Something to take the chill off?”

      “I’m not much of a drinker,” she said.

      “Not even when offered the finest vodka ever made?” He shed his coat, revealing his expensively tailored blue suit. After folding his overcoat in two and placing it on the seat, he shrugged out of his suit jacket. The same neat folding and tucking away hinted at an orderly, tidy man. She liked that in a person.

      “I love your modesty,” she said.

      He laughed and reached for the bottle. “I’ll add some flavored sparkling water to it if you like.” The muscles of his thighs pressed against the fabric of his pants.

      She swallowed, trying to focus. “I didn’t say I wanted any.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “Sorry, you’re correct. I’m usually a better listener. You’re so pretty you make me nervous.”

      She could say the same about him. But she wouldn’t. He probably heard the same line from a lot of women. This was a man who had it all—good looks, wealth, obvious intelligence. She didn’t need to feed his ego by letting him know how attracted she was to him.

      “If you don’t mind, I’m going to have a little,” he said, as he poured a small amount into a tumbler, then added ice.

      She watched as he brought the glass to his mouth and took a sip. “I guess I’ll have a little.”

      “Great.” He opened one of the flavored waters and poured it into a glass, followed by a small amount of vodka.

      She took it from him and stared into the rising bubbles before indulging in a dainty sip. All she could taste was the flavored water. “Not bad.”

      “Thank you. Family recipe that goes back to the bootleg days.”

      “Really?”

      “I’m afraid so. I come from a line of criminals.” He grinned.

      “Not now, though?”

      He laughed. “No, we’re legit since prohibition ended. Our distillery has been making hand-crafted vodka and gin since before it was faddish to do so.”

      “And you work with your father?” she asked.

      “That’s right. He’s grooming me to take over in a few years.” For the first time, his sparkling eyes dimmed. Only for a second though, as if he didn’t want her to see any crack in his positive exterior.

      The limo sped up. They must have entered the freeway. This time of night there wasn’t a lot of traffic.

      “Is that what you want?” she asked. “To take over the family business?”

      His eyes lifted toward the ceiling before coming back to rest on her. “I don’t think about it much. It’s what’s expected of me.”

      “What do you study in school to ready you for running a gin joint?”

      “It’s technically called a distillery.” He smiled and sipped his drink. “Business. That’s my degree anyway.”

      “From UW?”

      “No. Harvard.”

      She almost spit out her drink. “Harvard. Well, that decides it. You’re too smart for me.”

      “I suspect it’s the other way around. My father and grandfather went to Harvard. They’re also major contributors to the school. I can’t say I got in on merit only.”

      Was he simply acting humbly, or did he believe that to be true? She knew a little bit about not feeling good enough or as smart as the people around her.

      “How about you? Where did you go?” he asked.

      “I graduated from Western Washington. They have a good teaching program.”

      “Is that what you always wanted to do?”

      She nodded, remembering when the idea had first come to her. It had been the year after her parents’ death and her teacher, Mrs. Calder, had been so kind and nurturing to her, letting her stay after school to help prepare art and science materials. Mrs. Calder was young and pretty. Alissa had admired her so much. One day, she’d thought, I want to be a teacher. She’d decided later she wanted to be a kindergarten teacher. Children were little and fragile at that age. With Alissa’s quiet personality, she knew younger children would be the best fit for her. “It’s pretty much what I always planned.”

      “What made you sad just now?” He poked the tip of her shoes with his.

      She looked at him over her drink, surprised. “Did I look sad?”

      “The eyes always give a person away.”

      “My parents died when I was ten. The year after that I decided I wanted to be a teacher. Those two thoughts go together, which is why I looked sad.” The vodka was going to her head and making her lips loose. She never told strangers this much information.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine how hard that must have been.”

      “I miss them every day. Still, even after all these years.”

      “What happened?’ he asked. “I’m sorry. You don’t have to tell me.”

      “No, it’s okay. I can talk about them. I like to, actually. I mean, not the way they died, but just that they were here with me for my first ten years of life. I loved them very much. Just because they’re gone doesn’t mean they’re not my parents still. Does that make sense?” Too much of an explanation. Jed Marsh and his sympathetic eyes were upending her.

      “Yes, absolutely it does.”

      “They died in a car accident. I was with them, but I wasn’t hurt. I always think about that—I came out of there without a scratch. It’s made me both apologetic and extremely interested in making the most of my life by giving to others.”

      “Where did you go after they died?” He leaned closer, as if he wanted to touch her.

      She wished he would. “I was adopted by a wonderful woman. Maddie took me and three other girls into her home and her heart. Just like that I was part of a big family.”

      “That sounds nice.” He loosened his tie. “I’m an only child.”

      “I would’ve been, I guess, had my parents not died. We’re all super close. A bunch of stray cats all thrown together. My sisters are super special. Accomplished and successful. They’d never have to work two jobs. I’m the dummy of the group.”

      “Working two jobs doesn’t mean you’re not accomplished. School teachers should be paid more.”

      “You’re sweet to say so,” she said.

      He didn’t say anything, just stared at her, as if he couldn’t decide if she was for real or not.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You’re unusual, that’s all.”

      “Unusual good?”

      “Very good.” He further loosened his tie. “What’re you doing at that club?” he asked. “For real.”

      She explained about her student loans and then Sophie’s accident. “I make more during my weekend shifts than I make in a week teaching.”

      “That isn’t right.”

      She smiled at him, hoping to coax the frown from his face. “It’s not—but who said anything about right or fair? I get paid to run around in my skivvies and bring drinks to guys like your client. Men still run the world, Jed Marsh.”

      “Men like my father.”

      “I suppose you could say that, yes,” she said. “But I don’t spend time feeling bitter about what isn’t in my control. What I can do is save my friend from financial ruin by slinging some drinks, so that’s what I’ll do.”

      “Does your family know about your job at the club?”

      She shook her head. “No. They wouldn’t approve of me running around in my bathing suit serving drinks. My principal at the elementary school doesn’t know either.”

      “Is it weird having a secret like that?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She took a moment to find the right words. “There’s this whole part of my life I can’t share with them. I mean, Rif and Marty and the girls are true friends who look out for me. I wish I could tell Mom and the girls about them, but I can’t. I can’t take the look of disappointment in their eyes.”

      The car slowed and came to a halt. They were probably stopped at the light that turned onto Highway 202. She lived in a suburb called Sammamish. Soon, they’d pass through downtown Redmond, then turn right on Sahallee Way. She wished the drive would never end.

      “Do you mind being an only child?” So far, they’d talked about her. He was good at asking questions, drawing her out, but she wanted to know more before it was time to say goodbye.

      “I always wanted siblings,” he said. “My mother, especially, is intense. So much…too much attention and expectations. Most of the time I feel like I’ve failed her.”

      “Is she hypercritical?”

      “You could say that, yes.” The corners of his eyes crinkled as he grimaced. “And then there’s my dad. He’s one of these old-school types, who parents like a football coach. Not the good kind like Pete Carol, but the ones who yell and bully their team into submission.” He tugged on his ear and looked away. “Anyway, enough about that.”

      “Did he physically bully you?” she asked, too curious to keep her mouth shut.

      “Sometimes he roughed me around, yes. Nothing serious. Just some boxing of the ears, that kind of thing.”

      “That’s awful. Children should never be hit.”

      He smiled gently. “Nah, he made me tough.”

      “What’s it like working with him?” She imagined working for a man like that would be rough for anyone, but especially for a son.

      He rattled the ice around his glass. “Hard.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He lifted his gaze to look at her. “I must sound like a monster.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Poor little rich boy with mean parents, who has his own driver and a business worth millions of dollars.”

      “Money has nothing to do with how good a person’s life is or isn’t.” She touched her fingertips to his knee before snatching them away. Why had she touched him? Who was she right now? So free and talkative and touching a man she didn’t know. But you do know him, a voice in her head whispered. You’ve known him all your life. “The only thing that matters is supportive family and friends.”

      He watched her without moving a muscle. “Do you really think that’s true?”

      “I do.” Transfixed by his gaze, she also froze. A current passed between them.

      After a few seconds, he broke the silence. “Sometimes, I think about walking away from it all—giving up my place in the business and going out on my own. But to do what? I’m not really good at anything except nurturing client relationships.”

      “Aren’t there a lot of jobs like that?” she asked. “Businesses who need good salespeople?”

      “I suppose. I don’t know. I’ve felt like there are no choices in my life that haven’t already been made.”

      “There’s always a way to reinvent yourself.” She touched his knee again. This time his hand covered hers before she could snatch it away.

      “Will you have dinner with me tomorrow night?” he asked.

      She pulled her hand back to her own knee. “I can’t. I have to work.”

      “Sunday then?”

      She looked at his earnest, sweet face. Where were the red flags she usually got with men? Nothing but white flags, one after the other.

      “Yes, I’ll have dinner with you on Sunday.”

      “Rif’s ordered me to send flowers tomorrow, which I will do for the privilege of taking you to dinner.”

      “Rif worries too much.”

      “I like knowing there’s someone looking out for you there.” He flapped his hands apologetically. “Not that you need a man to do that for you.”

      “I don’t, but I get your point.” She smiled to ease his mind.

      The car turned. Soon, they’d be at her apartment. She didn’t want the night to end. How was that possible when she’d only just met him?

      “What’s your favorite flower?” he asked.

      “Tulips.” They’d been her mother’s favorite. One of her fondest memories was going to the tulip festival with her parents. Rows and rows of reds, yellows, purples, as far as the eye could see.

      “What color?”

      “Any will do, but I love pink,” she said.

      “Good to know.”

      The sound from the car’s engine changed. They were climbing the hill toward downtown Sammamish.

      “What’s your favorite food?” he asked.

      “Simple. Bland,” she said. “I eat like my kindergarteners.”

      He laughed. “Like fish sticks and French fries?”

      “Chicken fingers and macaroni and cheese, if you want to know my absolute favorite.”

      “I’ll be sure to take you to a place with a kid’s menu.” His eyes sparkled, teasing her.

      The car slowed and then stopped. “We’re here, I guess.” She set her glass over near the bucket of ice. I wish we weren’t, she thought.

      Thomas opened the car door and backed away, waiting for her to exit.

      “Wait, let me help you out,” Jed said. He set aside his glass, then scooted toward the door, hopping out and then offering his hand.

      Once she was out of the car, Thomas disappeared back inside.

      “May I walk you to your door?” Jed asked.

      Her apartment building was nestled amongst a bevy of businesses, including a bank, pho shop, music store and a few others. On the first floor of her building, the café’s closed sign hung in the doorway. They’d open at six—just a few hours from now—and serve mouthwatering comfort food. The smell of pancakes, maple syrup and coffee would drift up to her apartment. She pointed to the second floor of the apartments. “I’m in 2A. Above the café.”

      He nodded and indicated for her to go ahead. “Right behind you.”

      She took the stairs slowly, partly because she was exhausted and a little light-headed from the drink but mostly because she never wanted this night to end.

      When they reached her apartment, she pulled her keys out of her bag and unlocked the door. She left it open slightly and turned back to say good night. His eyes glittered in the dim light from the lamppost below.

      “May I kiss you?” he whispered, so softly she wondered if she’d made it up.

      “Yes.”

      He brushed her still damp hair from her cheek. She held her breath as he brushed his lips ever so softly, like the wings of a butterfly, against hers. Despite the gentleness of the kiss, a spark of desire rushed through her. She had to hold herself back to not throw herself into his arms and demand more.

      Jed was too much of a gentleman for that. “Good night, beautiful Alissa. I’ll see you on Sunday.” He reached into his jacket pocket and handed her his business card. “Please text and we’ll work out details.”

      She shook her head. “How about if you just type my number into your phone?”

      “If you insist.” He pulled his phone from his pocket.

      She rattled off her number.

      He typed into his phone. “Done. I’ll text you tomorrow.”

      “Thank you for the ride. And good night.” She slipped into her apartment before she embarrassed herself by asking for another kiss.

      Inside, she locked and bolted the door, then stood against it, breathing heavily, listening to his footsteps descend the stairs.

      Oh my God, she thought. I can’t wait to tell my sisters and Mom about this night.

      But she couldn’t unless they knew the truth about her second job. She instructed herself not to think about all of that and, instead, just bask in the moment. He’d kissed her. They were going out to dinner on Sunday. She hugged herself and smiled. Could she have just met her future husband?
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      The next morning, she woke late. A light flashed on her phone. She reached for it as the events from last night rushed back to her. A text from an unknown number flashed on the screen. It was Jed. Had to be.

      Can I help you get your car to the shop today?

      She’d been so blissed out that she’d almost forgotten about her stupid car. She stretched, then sat up straighter to type a message back to him.

      Thanks, but I’ll have to have it towed to the shop.

      God only knew how much that would cost.

      A return text came right away. That car might not be worth salvaging. Have you considered buying or leasing something new?

      She typed back. Don’t you need a big down payment for that? As you say, it’s not like I’m going to get a good trade-in on that piece of junk.

      One of my best friends owns a car dealership. I bet he’ll cut us a deal. We can get you a new car and then I’ll take you to lunch.

      Alissa sat there for a moment, thinking. Was it appropriate to let a man that she didn’t really know help her? A new used car? How could she afford one? If she took on another shift at the club, she risked being too exhausted to give one hundred percent to her students. The only reason it worked now was that her shifts were on the weekends. She couldn’t ask her mother for money, and Sophie needed every penny Alissa made now.

      She would just have to take out a loan. If she continued working at the club, she could pay it down quickly. Unless something else happened. Her fate seemed to be working at the club into perpetuity.

      Sure. That would be nice. I’ll be ready at noon if you want to come by and get me.

      I’ll be there.
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      Jed’s friend worked at a Honda dealer with both new and used cars. Jed’s friend quickly talked Alissa into leasing a new Civic instead of buying, new or used. That way, she needed no down payment, and it only increased her monthly bills by a few hundred dollars. Two additional shifts a month should cover it, she reasoned to herself. She hated to work more but at least she’d have a reliable vehicle.

      Her hands shook signing the paperwork. Was this the right thing to do? Please, God, let it be.

      After completing the paperwork and driving off in her new car, she met Jed at a small café in downtown Redmond. They ordered sandwiches and sodas and sat at a table by the window. Outside, the rain pounded the sidewalks. A gas fireplace warmed the room, both in temperature and atmosphere.

      He’d come to pick her up in a pair of faded jeans and knit sweater that clung to his muscular torso. Now, he pushed up the sleeves and drank from his soda.

      She nibbled on the end of her straw, thinking about what to do with her old car.

      “What’s wrong?” Jed asked. “Buyer’s remorse?”

      “No, not that. In all the excitement, I forgot about my old girl, and that I’m going to have to pay to have it removed from the parking lot. Rif won’t like it rusting away there for long.” She sighed and tugged at her earring. “Just when I get ahead, something happens, and I fall behind again.”

      He looked away from her to the window. Was it her imagination or did he look guilty?

      “I already took care of it,” he said. “While you were signing paperwork, I called a tow truck and had it hauled off to the junkyard.” He reached into his pocket. “As a matter of fact, the guy gave you three-hundred-dollars for the parts.” He laid three hundred-dollar bills on the table. “He’s going to mail me a check, but I’ll give you the cash now.”

      She stared at the money. “But…but that’s too easy. You shouldn’t have done that. I mean, we barely know each other.”

      He tapped the table with his fingers. “I thought you might feel that way. I mean, I thought about that after I already did it. Are you mad?”

      She met his gaze. “Not mad. I’m not sure I love a man taking over my decisions.”

      His shoulders rose and fell. “I’m sorry. I do that sometimes. I’m very action oriented. If I see a problem, I try and fix it.” He looked so crestfallen that her heart softened.

      “I grew up with a single mom and three sisters,” she said. “We take care of ourselves.”

      “I respect that, of course. But sometimes it’s nice to have a friend take care of you, right? Isn’t that what you’re doing with Sophie?”

      “You remembered her name?”

      He tapped his temple. “Anything to do with you, I’ve committed to memory.”

      In spite of her uncertainty, she had to laugh. He was adorable.

      “It feels different when I’m doing it for a girlfriend,” she said. “A man doing it for me seems wrong somehow.”

      He put up his hands. “If you forgive me, I promise never to interfere in your life again.”

      She returned her gaze to the cash in the middle of the table. “That will come in handy. And the car payments are not as much as I thought they would be.”

      “I told you my guy would take care of you,” he said.

      “Now you sound like a gangster. Maybe that illegal moonshine is still in your blood.”

      He tilted his head and looked way too cute. “Do you like a guy with a little bad boy in him?”

      “I do not like bad boys. Not even a little bit.”

      He grinned. “Then we’re in business.” Sobering, he leaned forward, as if inspecting her for smudges on her face. “You’re beautiful. Do you know that?”

      She did actually. Just then, staring into his dark blue eyes, she felt like the most beautiful woman in the world.
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      When Alissa arrived at work that night, there was a bouquet of two dozen pink tulips waiting in Rif’s office for her, along with a note.

      Looking forward to our date tomorrow night. XO, Jed

      Rif, behind his desk, placed his hands over his belly. The chair creaked in complaint as he tilted backward. “He follows directions. This is good.”

      She sank into the battered love seat across from his desk. “You won’t believe what he did.” She told him the entire story, including having her car hauled off to the junkyard.

      “I thought he was a good guy,” Rif said. “But I wasn’t sure he was good enough for you. This rarely happens, but I think I was wrong. He might be a keeper.”

      Still dressed in her jeans and sweater, she crossed one leg over the other and pushed back her bangs. “It was a little heavy-handed, don’t you think? I’ve known him less than twenty-four hours.”

      “You young women and your rules these days,” Rif said. “A man who likes you did something nice. There’s nothing wrong with that. Let him court you. Make him work for it, of course, but allow some romantic gestures.”

      “What do you know about romantic gestures?” she asked.

      His chair squeaked as he rocked back and forth. “I’m romantic as hell. Just ask my wife.”

      “When was the last time you sent her flowers?”

      “Last week for her birthday.”

      She narrowed her eyes, like she did when she suspected her kindergartners were lying to her.

      “I’ve got the receipt to prove it,” Rif said.

      “Fine. I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Listen, about this car payment. You’ve been doing a good job around here for years. I’m not sure how you take care of the weekend crowds without breaking a sweat but you do the job of two people. I’m giving you a raise. Another three bucks an hour.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Are you sure?”

      “My wife hates that I make you wear that skimpy outfit, so I feel a little guilty. Yeah, I’m sure.”

      She sat up straighter from where she’d sunk into the cushion. “Does this mean the costume is out?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Anyway, you’d be too warm in real clothes—the way you move around here.”

      “Okay, well, I gratefully accept the raise, and now I have to go change into said outfit.” She stood up from the couch. “What do I do about the flowers? I don’t want the other girls to see them and feel bad.” She couldn’t remember anyone getting flowers delivered to the dressing room ever.

      “I’ll keep them in here. You can take them home at the end of the night,” he said.

      “He asked me what my favorite flower was.”

      “I sure to hell hope it’s pink tulips.”

      She grinned, ridiculously happy. “It is.”

      He groaned and rolled his eyes. “You make sure to text me where he’s taking you tomorrow, okay? Just so I know where you are, in case I have to send the police searching for you.”

      “Will do,” she said. “And thanks for looking out for me.”

      “Anytime, kid.”
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      As promised, Jed arrived at her door Sunday evening promptly at six. She drew in a breath at the sight of him, standing there in jeans and a button-down striped shirt that hugged his trim waist. Her palms dampened. What was under that shirt? Would his skin feel velvety under her fingers despite his hard muscles?

      She blinked a few times before inviting him to come inside. All afternoon, she’d debated about whether or not to do so. It wasn’t shame about her five-hundred-square-foot apartment. She had it decorated nicely, especially now that she had a real couch and kitchen table. The landlord had repainted and put in new carpet before she leased it last year. Living alone, she was able to keep it clean and tidy. So what was it that held her back? Made her feel slightly embarrassed? The first time she’d spent with him had been in a limo nearly the size of her bedroom. Did her poverty make her not good enough for him?

      She knew what Mom would say. Don’t be ridiculous. Your character matters more than how much you have in the bank.

      But still, it was a strange feeling to invite someone like Jed Marsh into her modest dwelling.

      In the end, she decided to act like a grown-up. If he didn’t like her circumstances, then he wasn’t for her.

      “Would you like to come in?” she asked. “I opened wine. We could have a glass before we go.”

      Behind him, the spring light was soft and pink. “I’d like that, thank you.”

      “Will Thomas mind?” she asked, as she opened the door wider for him to pass through.

      “No Thomas tonight.” He stopped just outside the doorway. “Just me. Is that all right?”

      “Yes.” She blushed. Did he think she wanted him to bring his driver? That she was only interested in the glamour? “I don’t know why I assumed he would drive us tonight.”

      “For the most part, I only use him for business.” He pushed his hands into the back pockets of his jeans. “Sometimes for special occasions.”

      She beckoned him over to the table, where she had the a bottle of wine opened and two glasses.

      “I don’t really date much,” she said. “I’m not sure how all this is supposed to work, but one of my sisters suggested I ask you in for wine as an ice breaker.” When Alissa had called her sister Stevie to tell her about her date and ask advice, she’d changed the details of how she’d met Jed. She’s said she met him in a bar while out with friends. All true, other than her friends were strippers and she’d been the one serving the drinks.

      “May I pour for us?” Jed asked.

      “Sure. Booze is kind of your expertise.” Booze is your expertise? What was wrong with her? This was why she didn’t date. She was too much of a dork.

      But he smiled graciously. “Actually, I was thinking you’ve probably had enough of serving people drinks by this time in the weekend.”

      “Oh, well, that’s true. Thank you.” She hadn’t thought of it like that.

      His lips twitched as he inspected the wine bottle. “White Zin. I haven’t had this since high school.”

      “Is it the wrong kind?” She flushed with embarrassment. “I don’t really know anything about wine. I liked the color.” She’d also liked the price. At six dollars, she figured it must be better than the boxed wine that sold for about fifteen. She could not have possibly served Jed Marsh wine from a box.

      “Pink. Your favorite.” He smiled he poured them each a small glass. “I like your place. You have good taste.”

      “Thank you. I furnished it with my bar money. Before Sophie got hurt, that is.” She’d decorated it with a subtle palette of light greens and grays, with her sister Hailey’s artwork hanging on some of the walls. A couch and chair in dark gray cotton looked fat and comfortable. The coffee table was made of refurbished wood.

      “Would you like to sit?” she asked.

      “Sure.” He sat in the chair. She took the closest end of the couch.

      “I forgot to say how nice you look.” He set his glass of wine on one of her Paris coasters with retro art from France. Someday, she hoped to visit. For now, they reminded her of one of her life goals, to travel Europe. “You look pretty, that is.” He cleared his throat, then picked up his glass again.

      “Thank you. You too.”

      She hadn’t been sure what to wear and had tried on multiple outfits, which were now in a pile on her bed. In the end, she’d chosen a pair of loose jeans and a fitted brown sweater that matched her eyes and hair. She’d done her makeup more carefully than usual, rimming her eyes in a smudged smoky look and applying a soft pink lip gloss.

      In addition, she’d used product to make her fine hair do something besides lie flat against her scalp. Now, she fluffed her hair on one side, self-conscious. What would they talk about all night?

      He took a sip from his wine and then made a face, as if it were a sour lemon.

      “Is it too dry?” Dry was a wine description, wasn’t it?

      “Um, no. It’s a little sweeter than I’m used to,” he said.

      She tried some from her own glass. Sweet and cold. “It’s good. Kind of like Kool-Aid.”

      He laughed. “Yes, that’s a good description.” He took another sip. This time without the grimace. “Alcoholic Kool-Aid. What could be better?”

      “I can tell you don’t like it,” she said, laughing. “But you’re very sweet to drink it anyway.”

      “I love it.” He took another large sip. “Great vintage.”

      She folded her legs under her, feeling more comfortable. There was no reason to be nervous. Not with Jed.

      “I have reservations at a restaurant in Redmond. A steakhouse.” He raked his hands through his perfectly trimmed hair, making it stick up in tufts similar to the other night. “And now I’m sitting here wondering if you’re a vegetarian.”

      “I’m not. I like steak. I don’t eat it often because it’s so expensive. It’ll be a treat.”

      “Are you sure? Because we could go anywhere you want. I hope this doesn’t sound like I’m bragging, but I can get us a reservation pretty much anywhere that serves Marsh Vodka. One of the perks of the job.”

      “As long as it’s not the club where I work, then I’m game.”

      “As much as I like Rif, I’d never take you there for a date.”

      “That’s reserved for clients?” she asked, teasing.

      “Exactly.”
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      Jed drove a luxury SUV with gray leather seats that seemed to hug her. At dinner, she had a tenderloin that melted in her mouth, asparagus soaked in butter and fluffy mashed potatoes that made her groan with satisfaction. They shared a bottle of red wine that cost as much as a night’s worth of tips. She tried not to think of it, but every time she lifted the glass to her mouth, she calculated how many dollars it cost per sip.

      Regardless, they had a great time, talking and laughing all through dinner. He liked action films and she liked romantic comedies. No surprise there. He adored graphic novels and podcasts about politics. She admitted to a love of historical series from BBC. He’d never seen one, which she found nearly impossible to believe. “But you look like a character from one of them,” she said.

      “What? Like how?”

      She hesitated. How did she describe the quality? “Clean-shaven and that floppy hair, for one. The heroes always have hair that a girl wants to run their fingers through.”

      “Do you want to run your fingers through my hair?” He leaned his head over the table. “Feel free.”

      She tapped the top of his forehead, laughing. “Not in a restaurant.”

      “Oh, sorry. I was excited for a moment.”

      “It’s your eyes, too,” she said, after he’d settled back in his chair. “They have this earnestness to them. Most men these days seem either disinterested or cocky or so nerdy you’re sure they’re counting the moments until the next comic-con, instead of listening to what you’re saying.”

      “I do love comic-con.”

      “As long as you don’t make me dress up in a costume and go with you, we can agree to disagree.”

      “I’m in despair.” He clutched his chest. “What if we have nothing in common?”

      “Let’s try music,” she said.

      “Country?”

      “Me too.” She grinned back at him.

      “I have tickets to Zac Brown Band next week. Will you go with me?” he asked.

      She squealed. “I would die to go.” Her heart sank. “But I can’t if it’s Friday or Saturday night.”

      “As luck would have it, the tickets are a week from tonight.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      The talk turned to dreams and bucket lists. She shared her desire to travel through Europe. He admitted to a year where he’d studied in Paris. “I visited every country by high-speed train. It was the best year of my life.”

      “You’re so lucky.”

      “I have been. But none of it’s as good as sharing this meal with you.”

      She stared at him. “Are you for real?”

      “I’d never lie to you. I can promise you that. I’ve not felt this way about a woman, ever. I know we’ve just met but there’s something about you that feels so right. I could spend the rest of my life talking to you and never get bored.” He pushed his plate away and folded his fingers together like she had her students do when they were done with their lunch and ready to go to recess. The tender gesture moved her, almost to tears. She couldn’t explain why exactly, other than it reminded her of the innocence and vulnerability of her small students. The world hadn’t gotten to them yet. They were not yet guarded and suspicious. This man appeared to be the same way.

      She reached across the table and placed her hand over his. “What makes you so willing to show me all your cards?”

      “You. Just you,” he said.
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      They were barely inside the door when they started kissing. Only managing to unbutton shirts, they stumbled to the bedroom. She remembered the pile of clothes but suddenly it didn’t matter if he saw them. She pushed them all on the floor, then turned back to him.

      He grabbed her close, and they piled onto the bed together. They kissed, breathless and wanton. Still close, he lifted himself above her and looked into her eyes. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      “I’m sure,” she said. “But you should know—I’m not that experienced.” She’d had a boyfriend in college and then one other, but no one else.

      “I don’t care.” He brushed her bangs away from her eyes. “It’s just you and me here. We can make our way together.”

      So, this is it, she thought. The start of a new chapter. One in which Jed was front and center.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and drew him to her. “Just you and me,” she whispered. You and me forever.
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      On Tuesday, after about a thousand texts throughout the day, Alissa pulled into the driveway of Jed’s home. She sat in the car, looking around, surprised. This was not how she’d pictured his lifestyle. She’d imagined a penthouse suite in a building in downtown Seattle, where rich bachelors had rooftop parties and drank expensive wine. Red wine, not pink, she thought, smiling to herself. Instead, he lived in a quiet neighborhood in Kirkland, a suburb built at the northern end of Lake Washington. A few blocks from the lake, the house was built on the upward slope of a hill, with a view of the water. Prime property in the Seattle area. Given the refurbished exterior and manicured lawn shrubs, the house was probably worth several million.

      Her stomach clenched. This house represented all the ways they were different. His wealth and stature. She suspected the types of people he socialized with, for both business and pleasure, were all wealthy and sophisticated. When she was with him, his wealth never crossed her mind. He was just Jed, sweet and a little insecure, thanks to his overcritical parents. However, seeing where he lived made it all too clear how far apart their lifestyles were.

      Several young children in raincoats in the yard next door tossed a ball to their yellow Labrador. As Alissa got out of her car, a young mother walked by, pushing a stroller with not one but two toddlers who kicked and babbled. A typical spring day in Seattle, the sky was partially blue and partially cloudy and sprinkling, creating a rainbow over the lake. This was an older neighborhood with mostly craftsman-style homes, remodeled and added onto during the gentrification of the community. Like a lot of areas in the Puget Sound area, what had once been a middle-class neighborhood was now filled with wealthy high-tech employees. There were no such things as middle class neighborhoods any longer. Property prices and taxes had forced them all into apartments or out of King County, where they could still hope to find a house under a million dollars.

      She smoothed the front of her dress where it had crumpled around her waist. She’d come straight from work, having stayed late to print out the photographs of her students for their Mother’s Day projects. They’d made frames out of popsicle sticks, then decorated them using colored ink pens. After printing all of them, she had to stick them in the frames. Tomorrow, they would wrap the gifts in tissue paper and make cards.

      She walked over the uneven stone walkway toward the house. Before she reached the steps up to the wraparound porch, Jed appeared.

      “Hey, I didn’t hear you pull up.” He held out his arms and drew her into an embrace. “It feels like forever since I saw you.”

      “It’s only been two days.” She giggled, as she wrapped her arms around his neck and let him lift her off her feet to kiss her.

      He took her hand and led her into the house. “Did you have any trouble finding it?”

      “Not at all. The GPS in my new car is pretty fancy.”

      “I don’t know what I ever did before,” he said. “I’m completely without any sense of direction.”

      Inside, she took a quick look around. With high ceilings and a blue and white palette, despite traditional wainscoting and a stone fireplace, the rooms felt inviting and informal. A wide staircase led upstairs. To the right, a door to a study was slightly ajar. She spotted a simple desk with stacks of folders and a laptop.

      “That’s my office,” he said. “I often work from home, depending on the day.”

      She wanted to ask what he did exactly, besides taking clients to clubs. Was there a lot of paperwork in the vodka business?

      “This is a beautiful house,” she said.

      “Don’t give me any credit for decorating. I hired someone.”

      “They did a wonderful job.”

      A doorway on the other end of the room led into a modern kitchen with traditional touches, such as white subway tile and burnished steel pendant lights hanging over a granite island. A garage-style sliding glass door looked out to a stone patio with a pizza oven and outdoor kitchen. She imagined how many fun evenings she and her family could have out there. Stevie would whip up homemade pizza dough, and they could all make their own pizzas. “My sister would love the pizza oven.”

      “I don’t use it as much as I should,” Jed said. “I’m usually pretty beat at the end of day. The last thing I want to do is cook for myself.”

      “Usually, I’ll just open a can of soup or eat a sandwich. It’s no fun to eat alone.” Growing up with Maddie and her sisters, dinner had always been loud and messy.

      “I thought we could make pizzas tonight, though, if you like?” Jed took both her hands and brought them to his mouth. “Or we could order in.”

      “Let’s do pizza. I love pizza. I mean, who doesn’t?”

      “I bought some dough at the grocery. All we have to do is roll it out.” He pointed to a ball of dough near the kitchen sink. “I got way too many toppings because I wasn’t sure what you like.”

      “I grew up in a house with three sisters. I like whatever is available.”

      He smiled and leaned down to give her a kiss. “You might be the lowest-maintenance girl I know.”

      Either the house was warm or his presence made her hot. She shrugged out of her cardigan and dangled it over one arm as she followed him.

      The kitchen flowed into a family room. Built-in cabinets, bookshelves and a white brick fireplace lined the southern wall. A sectional sofa faced a large flat-screen television that hung over the mantel.

      “I can’t imagine what you must have thought when you saw my apartment.”

      His forehead wrinkled as he grabbed her into another embrace. “I love your apartment. It’s beautiful and compact, like you.”

      “That’s one way to look at it.” She marveled at how quickly he could put her at ease. This man was dangerous and could break her heart. Right now, she couldn’t bring herself to care. She would take him for however long she could.
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      As they walked up to Jed’s parents’ front door, Alissa held her breath and squeezed his hand. They’d been together a month. As their relationship unfolded, easy and wonderful, she’d occasionally wondered if it could really be this easy. Was it as simple as finding the person you fit just right with? Did everything fall into place when it was right?

      Last night, as they lay in bed holding hands and talking, he’d asked if she’d like to meet his parents. “My mother’s been asking who I’m spending so much time with,” he’d said.

      Although her stomach had turned over at the thought, she’d agreed. “You won’t tell them about the club, right?”

      “I’m not ashamed of it,” he’d said. “But if you’d rather they not know then it’s no problem.”

      So here they were on a Sunday evening, waiting on the steps of a palatial estate on the shore of Lake Washington. Homes where high-tech moguls lived. Everyone had a boat and a dock, with views of the lake and the city.

      “I’m scared,” she said.

      “Don’t be. Remember that whatever they think doesn’t mean anything to me. Whatever happens, it’s you and me. No matter what.”

      “You and me,” she repeated under her breath. The door opened, and a woman in a traditional black and white maid’s uniform greeted them. “Good evening, Mr. Marsh, Miss Mann. Mrs. Marsh is waiting in the family room.”

      “What about my father?” Jed asked, as they entered a sparkling white foyer with marble beams and gleaming tile.

      Alissa shivered and pulled her sweater tighter. After a text to her sister Hailey, seeking counsel, she’d chosen a simple sheath dress with a pattern of red poppies and paired with a white cardigan. The weather had turned warm the last few days. Flowers bloomed. The scent of mowed grass filled the air with spring and possibilities. All of which had made Alissa’s allergies arrive with a vengeance. She prayed the allergy medicine would keep her eyes from watering all night.

      They followed the maid through the cold hallway. Alissa’s flats made a clickety-clack on the marble floors. They seemed too loud. And ugly. Suddenly, she hated her dress. Mrs. Marsh would know by the cheap fabric that Alissa had bought it from the outlet mall. She’d seen photographs of his mother and knew she dressed in designer everything.

      A trickle of sweat dribbled down her spine as they entered a palatial kitchen that smelled of rosemary and olive oil. A trim woman, with tattoos on both her muscular arms, stood over a pot at the cooktop. From outside on the patio, the faint scent of grilled meat wafted through sliding glass doors. A swimming pool with cobalt-blue tiles sparkled under the afternoon sun.

      “Hey, Amy,” Jed said.

      The woman turned toward them. She was not as young as she’d seemed from the back. Her dyed black hair was cut in short layers, and she had the worn, almost gaunt look of a woman who exercised too much and ate too little. “Well, hello there, stranger.”

      “This is Alissa,” Jed said. “Amy’s our caterer. She’s worked for my mom for two decades.”

      Caterer? Was this a party?

      Amy smiled as she wiped her hands over the front of a forest-green apron. “It’s nice to meet you, Alissa.”

      “You as well,” Alissa said. “It smells great in here.”

      “Thank you. I’ve made some rosemary bread to go with your steaks.”

      “Is your son working with you today?” Jed asked.

      “Yes, that’s him manning the grill.” Amy pointed outside to a young man with black hair, pulled back into a ponytail.

      “Where’s my mother?” Jed asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Amy said. “Your father went down to the cellar for champagne.”

      Alissa gulped back a nervous twitter. Be calm and cool, she told herself.

      Jed took her hand as they walked out to the patio. “Gary, long time. How’ve you been?” he asked the young man.

      “Can’t complain.” Gary held up a pair of tongs in greeting. Several snake tattoos marked his neck. He wore the same apron as his mother, only his was untied and hung loosely over his skinny frame. There was something familiar about him. Had she met him before?

      “This is my girlfriend, Alissa,” Jed said. “Gary’s working with his mom after attending culinary school.”

      “Nice to meet you, Alissa.” Gary’s eyes were small and set too far back into his face. Alissa shivered as they slid down the length of her body, stopping briefly at her modest breasts. Jed dropped her hand and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

      “Well, good luck with everything,” Jed said, tightly.

      “You too, man,” Gary said.

      With his arm still draped over her shoulders, Jed steered them across the wide patio to a set of outdoor furniture.

      His mother, who she recognized from the photos, stepped out from another set of glass doors.

      “Hey, Mom,” Jed said.

      “Darling, finally.” Mrs. Marsh wore a pair of cropped linen pants and a crisp, white, short-sleeved blouse. “You’re at least thirty minutes later than you said you’d be.” She wore her brown hair just above the collarbones, and her smooth skin had obviously been aided by a surgeon or two. She’s too perfect, Alissa thought. With too many sharp edges.

      “We ran into some traffic,” Jed said. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting.”

      “Never mind. This city’s become unbearable that way.” Mrs. Marsh turned to Alissa. “And this must be Alissa.”

      “Yes, this is Alissa Mann,” Jed said.

      “How do you do?” Alissa asked. Why had she said it like that? Like she was in an old movie or something. Perspiration dampened her nose. Could Mrs. Marsh see the droplets? Alissa kept herself from touching her face, knowing that soon Jed’s mother would shake her hand.

      “I’m pleased to meet the woman who seems to have magically made my son disappear.” She reached out a slender, tanned arm. Her nails were painted red. Alissa caught a whiff of expensive perfume.

      Mr. Marsh appeared next. He was tall and slender and looked a lot like an older Jed with attractive salt-and-pepper hair. The same blue eyes drifted from Alissa’s head to her toes and back up again. At least he hadn’t stopped at her boobs.

      “Good to meet you.” Mr. Marsh shook Alissa’s hand so hard that one of her knuckles cracked.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Marsh.” Her mouth was as dry as the desert. Why hadn’t she thought to drink water on the way over?

      Mrs. Marsh’s gaze seemed fixated on Alissa’s shoes, which were scuffed and splattered with paint droppings from her little students.

      “Mom,” Jed said. “Should we sit?”

      “Yes, yes,” Mrs. Marsh said. “We have champagne to celebrate the warmer weather. And meeting Alissa, of course.”

      Jed led Alissa over to the love seat. Mr. Marsh handed them each a glass of champagne, and Alissa took a grateful sip, hoping it would help her dry mouth.

      “You’re both so tan,” Jed said. “How was Hawaii?”

      “Wonderful, other than the Bleekers bickered the entire time,” Mrs. Marsh said. “We’re almost certain they’ll file for divorce by the end of the summer.”

      “That’s too bad,” Jed said. “Isn’t that his second wife?”

      “Third,” Mr. Marsh said.

      “He’s Dad’s fraternity brother from way back,” Jed explained to Alissa.

      “But enough about that,” Mrs. Marsh said, focusing on Alissa. “Jed says you’re a kindergarten teacher?”

      “Yes, that’s correct. This is my third year.”

      “And you enjoy it?” Mrs. Marsh asked in a tone that sounded like an insult.

      “I do. They’re all very cute and sweet at that age. They make me smile and laugh every day.”

      Mrs. Marsh nodded, as if she was interested, but her cold, flat eyes told a different story. “Kudos to you, dear. I always found other people’s children to be annoying.”

      “Alissa’s special,” Jed said.

      Amy came out to the patio with a tray of crackers, each smeared with a pink spread. The spread smelled like bad dog breath.

      “Would you like one?” Amy asked her. “They’re Mrs. Marsh’s favorite.”

      “Sure, thank you.” Alissa held her breath as she took a cocktail napkin and one of the crackers from the tray. She stared at it for a moment, trying to think of a way of getting out of actually putting in her mouth.

      “Pâté, dear.” Mrs. Marsh took several from the tray. “Imported from Europe.”

      “Right. Pâté,” Alissa said, before popping it into her mouth. It tasted like it smelled. Terrible. She swallowed quickly, not bothering to chew. A sharp corner of the cracker broke off and lodged in her throat. She started to cough, gripping the arm of the love seat. Coughing turned to hacking, then tears streamed down her throat. She was vaguely aware of Amy backing away, as if Alissa was contagious.

      She thumped her chest and finally seemed to dislodge the sliver from her throat. Jed handed her another napkin. She wiped under her eyes.

      “Sweetie, are you all right?” Jed placed a warm hand on her knee. “Do you want some water?”

      She nodded. “Yes, please, I’m sorry. I think it went down the wrong tube or something.” Alissa stole a glance at Mrs. Marsh. It was only an instant, but she thought she detected a glint of triumph in Jed’s mother’s eyes before she hid behind a mask of concern. She’s like a cat playing with a mouse, Alissa thought.

      Jed jumped up to pour her a glass of water from a pitcher sitting on the counter of the outdoor kitchen. She drank greedily, hoping to soothe what she felt sure was an actual cut on the back of her throat.

      “I hate pâté, just so you know,” Jed said, close to her ear.

      “What’s that, Jed?” Mrs. Marsh asked.

      “I said I hate pâté. And you know that.”

      “I thought you loved pâté,” Mrs. Marsh said in a grieved tone.

      “Tell us, son, how did you two meet?” Mr. Marsh asked.

      Alissa wondered if he often broke up tension between mother and son. Amy had disappeared by then, leaving the tray behind on the outdoor coffee table. The scent of grilled steak took the edge off the horrible taste in her mouth.

      “At a bar,” Jed said. They’d decided to share the same story that she’d told her family.

      “I’m surprised it wasn’t one of those dating apps,” Mrs. Marsh said. “All the kids seem to be on them these days. Did you ever try one?” she asked Alissa.

      “Me?” Her voice was still hoarse from all the coughing. “No, not really. I haven’t had a lot of time to date, really.”

      “Until now?” Mr. Marsh asked.

      “Jed’s different,” Alissa said, flushing. “He’s not like dating.”

      Jed squeezed her knee.

      “I don’t understand,” Mrs. Marsh said.

      “She means because it’s so easy between us,” Jed said. “It’s not work.”

      “That’s great, son,” Mr. Marsh said, finishing the last of his champagne. “Alissa, Jed tells us you’re from a big family.”

      “That’s correct.” She explained about her parents passing away, and how Maddie took her in, as well as her sisters. “We were a family that didn’t start out together, but we’ll stay together until the end.”

      “What a stellar person she must be,” Mrs. Marsh said.

      “She is. But also, she lost her husband and daughter in a car accident. She needed us as much as we needed her.”

      “How tragic,” Mrs. Marsh said.

      “Yes, it was. She knew my parents because her husband was a professor at the same university where my dad taught. When she heard what happened, she asked if she could foster me.” Alissa stopped before she teared up. The last thing she wanted was to get emotional. All she needed after almost choking to death was to start crying.

      “A professor?” Mrs. Marsh asked. “In what?”

      “English literature,” Alissa said. “My mother worked part-time at the college as an adjunct professor so she could spend time with me.”

      “And you’re a kindergarten teacher. I suppose it makes sense,” Mrs. Marsh said.

      Alissa had no idea what that meant but wasn’t about to ask for clarification.

      “What brought you to Seattle?” Mr. Marsh asked.

      “College. Then, I was offered a teaching position. It all worked out for me to stay.”

      For the next fifteen minutes, Jed’s parents continued to ask questions. From what she could tell, they wanted to know every detail of her life before now. She felt like she was at a job interview, doing the best to answer, but certain she was failing this test miserably.
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      After dinner, Alissa grabbed her handbag from where she’d left it on the foyer table and used the bathroom before she and Jed left for home. She looked at herself in the mirror, appalled to see that her makeup had smeared during her coughing fit. Oh well. The night couldn’t have gone any worse. Could it be up from here? Usually people liked her. However, she was pretty sure Mr. and Mrs. Marsh were not on Team Alissa.

      She wiped her hands and cleaned her face, then applied lip gloss. It was only eight but felt like midnight. Earlier in the day, Jed had asked if he could stay with her at her apartment. He’d even brought a change of clothes and some toiletries, so he could go to work in the morning. The thought of him there all night cheered her as she moved down the hallway toward the kitchen to say good night to the Marshes.

      Voices stopped her just outside the kitchen door.

      “Not a kindergarten teacher from the foster care system. A little mouse,” Mrs. Marsh said. “Scared of her own shadow.”

      Alissa clutched her purse to her chest as the contents of her stomach lurched. A mouse? She wasn’t a mouse. Simply polite and quiet. Like Jed.

      “Not her, Jed. She’s not the woman for my son.”

      “I love her and she’s going to be my wife.”

      “Your father and I can cut you off. You know that, don’t you? Is she really worth it?”

      “I don’t care. I’m done with you controlling my life. She’s my life now.” His footsteps were loud as he headed her direction. When he appeared in the hallway, his face had drained of color and his eyes glittered with rage. He froze when he saw her standing there. “You heard?”

      “I heard.”

      “Listen to me.” He cupped her face with his hands. “Nothing matters but you.”

      “Can we go?” More than anything, she just wanted out of this awful house. How could anything so large be so stifling?

      “Yes, let’s go.”

      He took her by the hand and led her out of the house and into the car. “Let’s go somewhere to talk,” he said, as he backed out of the driveway. “I’m not ready to go home yet.”

      Sensing that he needed a moment to gather his thoughts, she didn’t press him to talk and, instead, looked out the window at the mansions. Were the families that lived in them as dysfunctional as the one she’d just witnessed?

      They drove north on 405 and took the exit for downtown Kirkland. The sun had set, leaving behind a pink sky over Lake Washington. He parked on the street in front of a waterfront park. “Take a walk with me?”

      “Sure.”

      They crossed a patch of grass to a long pier built over the water. In the summer months, children jumped into the lake from here, but tonight it was empty. She shivered in her dress and light sweater, and Jed shrugged out of his sports jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders. They reached the end of the pier and sat side by side with their legs dangling over the water. The last of the light faded from the sky.

      “I need you to know something,” he said. “I love you.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes. These weeks with you have been the happiest of my life.”

      “I love you too.” She’d had to hold her tongue so many times over the last few weeks to keep the words from slipping out of her mouth.

      He kissed her softly before withdrawing to gaze into her eyes. “I need you to understand that you’re first in my life. My mother’s trying to control me, but it’s not going to work. She can threaten to cut me off all she wants. I’m not giving you up.”

      “Are you sure? They’re your family.”

      “Nothing matters except that I love you.”

      “What if they kick you out of the company?” she asked.

      “They won’t. My mother’s bluffing. Dad won’t let her do it anyway.”

      “I’m sorry. I wish I was what she wanted for you.” She couldn’t help but feel like she’d failed him. “I tried, but I can see she hates me. I mean, before I heard her say it, I knew I was a disaster.” Tonight had been a test, and she’d gotten a big, fat F. “I’m mortified over the coughing. That cracker just got stuck in there.” A giggle escaped.

      He laughed too, which made her laugh harder. Soon, they were practically hysterical. Tears streamed down her face as she reached for him, talking and laughing at the same time. “Stop, this is not funny.”

      “I’m sorry.” He wiped his eyes. “You’re right. Choking from dry crackers and pâté is not funny.”

      “Promise me I’ll never have to eat that liver pâté thing ever again.”

      “I promise,” he said. “I want you exactly how you are. I’ll never ask you to change. Not for my mother. Not for me. You stay exactly you, Alissa Mann, and I’ll be happy.”
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      A week later, after not hearing from his mother, and with his father communicating to him only at work, Alissa and Jed were curled up on his couch, talking.

      “Your dad really hasn’t said a word to you all week?” she asked.

      “Other than a few sentences of email, no,” Jed said. “It’s not like we talk that much. He allows me to run my department how I wish. But he’s definitely making his displeasure known. My mom might act like the bad guy but they’re a united front.”

      “Do you think they’ll fire you?” she asked.

      “I had my lawyer look at my contract this week. In no place does it say anything about the business being handed down to me after his retirement. I have a regular employee contract. So, they could.”

      “How does that make you feel?” Alissa asked, remembering from therapy when she was a kid that open-ended questions were a great way to get people to talk.

      “I don’t know. This whole thing is weird.”

      She wrapped her arms around her middle. “I wish I knew what to do to make her like me.”

      “That’s just it—this has nothing to do with you.” He sighed and pressed his hands into his thighs. “She’ll either come around or she won’t.”

      Alissa jumped when the doorbell rang.

      “Who could that be?” he asked. “It’s almost eight.” Jed uncurled from the couch and went to the spy camera that hung over the front door, then cursed under his breath. “Speak of the devil, it’s my mother.”

      Alissa’s heart leapt to her throat. She sat up straighter. Wearing only a pair of black leggings and a sweatshirt with no bra, she wasn’t exactly ready for company. Earlier, they’d messed around in front of the fireplace. In fact, her bra was somewhere in this room, having been tossed away by Jed.

      “Should I ignore her?” he asked.

      “No, that wouldn’t be nice. Maybe she’s come to apologize.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I doubt it.”

      The doorbell rang again.

      “For heaven’s sake, I may as well let her in, or we’ll never get rid of her.”

      “Um, do you see my bra anywhere?”

      He chuckled. “Yes, here it is.” He reached under the coffee table and held up the lacy pink undergarment.

      “I’ll freshen up in the powder room.” She scurried over to the small bathroom off the living room. Once inside, she brushed her hair and put on some lip gloss and her bra. Did the flush on her cheeks give away the hot sex they’d had like twenty minutes ago?

      By the time she returned, Mrs. Marsh was already seated in one of the easy chairs. Jed was in the kitchen opening wine.

      “Hi, Mrs. Marsh,” Alissa said.

      “Hi there. Nice to see you.” Mrs. Marsh crossed one slender leg over the other. She wore black slacks, a yellow sweater and four-inch pumps.

      Jed brought a glass of the wine to his mother. “Sweetie, do you want a glass?”

      “No, thanks,” Alissa said as she took a seat on one end of the sectional.

      Jed went back for a glass for himself, then sat next to Alissa. “What’s up, Mom?”

      “I wanted to come and say hello,” Mrs. Marsh said. “I didn’t realize you’d have company.”

      “We’re together, Mom. You can expect to see her if you want to see me.”

      “Right, yes. So you indicated the other night,” Mrs. Marsh said.

      “Alissa heard everything you said,” Jed said. “Even if she hadn’t, I wouldn’t be returning your calls. Mother, you can’t treat someone I love like that and expect we’ll have a relationship.”

      “Yes, of course. My apologies that I made you upset. Both of you.”

      Jed didn’t say anything. Alissa could almost hear his thoughts. That’s not really an apology, Mother.

      “Anyway, I wanted to make sure you were still coming to your father’s birthday party, next weekend.” She paused for a moment. “You’re both invited.” That second sentence reminded Alissa of the sound a balloon makes when the air is suddenly released.

      “Thanks, Mom. We’ll discuss it and let you know.”

      “Your father has been slowing down of late,” Mrs. Marsh said. “It’s more important than ever that he feel sure of your dedication to the business.”

      “Mom, you’re the one who threatened to kick me out.” Jed spit out the words.

      Mrs. Marsh folded her hands in her lap. “That was wrong of me. Your father has no intention of giving your spot to anyone else.”

      Alissa suspected that was about as much of an apology as they were going to get from Mrs. Marsh.

      “Okay, well, that’s good to know,” Jed said.

      “We know you went to an attorney,” Mrs. Marsh said.

      Jed set his wineglass on the coffee table and then looked directly at his mother. “Let’s be clear. I went to a labor attorney to have an outside party look at my employment agreement. I found out I’m just a regular employee like everyone else. Instead of a son, who gave up any dreams of his own, so that Marsh Distilleries always stayed in the family. Did it ever occur to you that I might want to do something else?”

      “Did you?” Mrs. Marsh’s gaze locked on her son. Alissa could almost feel an electric current pass between them. “And what would that possibly be?”

      His gaze moved to the floor. “I’ve learned something over the last few weeks. I don’t feel safe being vulnerable with you. Even if I felt inclined, I wouldn’t share it with you. But I’ll say this. I’ve been a good son, bowing to your wishes, even buying into the legacy of the business being passed from father to son. However, I cannot have you in my life if you’re disrespectful to the woman I love. If you don’t like my choice, then you’re free to fire me and kick me out of your lives. But this relationship is nonnegotiable. Do you understand?”

      “Yes. You’ve made that quite clear,” Mrs. Marsh said tightly. “Which is why I’m here to clear the air. Your father is ready to retire. He wants to talk to you about a transition plan. We plan to enjoy ourselves with whatever time we’ve got left. He’s worked a lot, as you know, Jed. He’s promised me some travel, for leisure, instead of business. We need to understand if you’re still loyal.”

      “My loyalty has never changed,” Jed said.

      “Good. I’ll let your father know.” Mrs. Marsh nodded to Alissa. “I should be going and let you enjoy your evening.”

      “Thanks for stopping by.” Jed’s voice softened. “I appreciate it.”

      Mrs. Marsh stood. “Yes, of course. I’ll look forward to seeing you at the party.”

      After he walked his mother to the door, Jed came back to sit with her.

      “Do you really mean it?” she asked. “You’d give up everything for me?”

      He stroked the side of her cheek. “You and me, baby. It’s all I need.”

      “What would you have liked to do other than take over the business?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe a therapist specializing in dysfunctional families?”

      She smiled. “I’m serious.”

      “I would have liked to be an English professor and talked about books all day long.” He looked up at the ceiling.

      “Like my father was.”

      “Weird, right?” He flashed her a sheepish grin. “I’ve never said that out loud.”

      “It’s not too late,” Alissa said. “You could go back to school.”

      “I’m thirty years old,” he said. “I want to settle down and have a family. Going back to school would be a definite derailment, not to mention the loss of income. And anyway, that was a dream from a long time ago.”

      “You could become a high school English teacher. That wouldn’t take as long.”

      He gazed into her eyes for a few seconds. “How would we live on two teacher salaries? Especially here?”

      “We could move to somewhere cheaper. Like the town I grew up in, for example.”

      He played with a strand of her hair, tickling her neck with it like a painter with a brush. “You have this way of making it seem like there are endless opportunities.”

      “Not endless. But there are other ways to live your life. If you’re unhappy with the path you’re on, there’s no reason why you can’t change.”

      “Except that I’m a dutiful son. And, honestly, that was just a fantasy from a long time ago. I love working at the company. I’m proud of how I’ve grown our market. And I’m spoiled.”

      She nodded. “Being poor is no fun. I’d hate to see you have to take up stripping.”

      He laughed. “I don’t think anyone would pay me to do that.” After a second, he added, “Is it time for you to leave the club?”

      “I’d planned on working through the summer, at least.”

      “Why? Sophie’s back on her feet.”

      “I don’t know. I guess I like the extra money. It makes me feel safer to have a savings account.”

      “I understand,” he said. “But I’d like to spend time with you on the weekends. You work until one a.m., then you’re dead tired the next day.”

      “I didn’t know it bothered you.”

      “Not the work, but not being able to take you anywhere on the weekends does.”

      “Thank you for telling me,” she said. “I’d love to be done.”

      “Do you see a future for us, like I do? Like one where we’re married?”

      She teared up at his earnest expression. “Yes, I see it.”

      He smiled. “Good to know.”

      “Give me until the end of the school year,” she said. “That’ll give me a few months to save.”

      “For what?” he asked.

      “If we were to, say, get married, my mom will insist on paying for it. I’d like to have some saved to contribute.”

      “I don’t suppose there’s any way to talk either of you out of that idea?” he asked.

      “Not a chance.”
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      Early spring turned to summer. They developed a happy routine together, spending the nights splitting the time between his place and hers. In the evenings, they cooked together and talked about their days. Things settled down between Jed and his parents. He hadn’t mentioned a change of career paths since the night they’d talked, so she didn’t bring it up either. She figured if he wanted a change, he would make one. All paths seemed to lead elsewhere, however, as his father had spent the last few months grooming him to take the CEO position.

      Since they’d talked about marriage, neither of them brought it up again. Knowing Jed and his romantic heart, she suspected he was planning a special proposal. She wanted to be surprised, so kept herself from asking any details, knowing he would do it when he was ready.

      With just two days left of school, Alissa was looking forward to having the summer off to spend with friends, and maybe even take a trip home to see Mom. Jed had mentioned he’d like to take her somewhere warm and tropical for a week or two, which sounded like heaven.

      While the children were at lunch, she opened the doors and windows to let the fresh air into the classroom. The walls were bare of their art projects and papers, as they’d spent the morning tidying up and preparing their packets to take home. She ate a sandwich standing by the windows. The children, having finished their lunch in the multipurpose room, were now leaping and running around the playground. She would miss her little students. They’d come so far since the first day, bonding with one another, learning how to be part of a group and take direction. Every year since she’d started teaching, the last few days of school were emotional. Saying goodbye was not something she enjoyed about her job.

      Her assistant teacher, Megan, poked her head through the open door. “Alissa, there’s a message for you in the office. They asked you to go down there.”

      “Really? That’s weird. Do you mind getting them to settle down at their desks when they come in? I’ll be as quick as possible.”

      “Happy to,” Megan said.

      She headed down to the office. One of the secretaries was at the main desk and smiled when Alissa walked in.

      “These came for you,” she said, pointing to a bouquet of pink tulips.

      Embarrassed, Alissa opened the card.

      Happy end of school. I love you. Jed

      She gathered the bouquet and walked back down the hallway to her room. Pushing the door open with her hip to keep from dropping her bouquet, she froze at the sight before her. The children stood in a semicircle around the rug where they had story time. They each held a piece of cardboard in their hands. Jed stood by her desk, dressed in a one of his dark blue suits and looking pale and nervous.

      “What’s going on?” Her stomach fluttered.

      Megan took the flowers from her, then pushed a button on her phone. The song “Will You Marry Me” played through the Bluetooth speaker.

      Then, one by one, starting from the farthest left and so on, the children raised their signs. Each child had one letter that eventually spelled out the sentence: Alissa, will you marry me? With the comma and the question mark, it equaled exactly twenty-two students.

      Jed approached and fell down on one knee. He had a small velvet box in his hand, which he lifted toward her. “What do you say? Will you make me the happiest man in the world?”

      The song continued softly in the background.

      “Yes, I’ll marry you.” Tears flooded Alissa’s vision.

      All the children cheered, as Jed slipped a solitaire diamond ring onto her finger. He rose and pulled her into an embrace, then kissed her chastely on the mouth.

      “I can’t believe you,” she whispered. “This was so perfect.”

      “And now we get to have a party with cake,” Megan said.

      The children cheered once more, then all rushed toward Alissa. She knelt on the floor, hugging them each in turn. Taking her cue, Jed did the same. Seeing their little bodies hurl themselves into his big frame made the tears start again.

      The breeze carried a scent in through the open windows, her mother’s perfume mixed with her father’s pipe tobacco. They’re here, she thought. They see how happy I am.

      And after this, she would call Mom and her sisters, and tell them the good news. They would be so glad for her and would want to start planning the wedding before the phone calls even ended.

      She looked over at Jed just as another boy hurled himself into his arms. He smiled back at her. That smile was everything she’d ever wanted. This man would be her husband. She couldn’t have asked for anything more.
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      December, the month of the wedding, finally arrived. The day after school was out for the Christmas holidays, Alissa held the pair of glittery silver wedding pumps against her chest before setting them inside her suitcase. Almost everything was packed, other than her wedding dress. She’d had the shop send her gown directly to the lodge, where the attentive staff had promised to take good care of it until her arrival.

      They’d quickly decided on a Christmas wedding, agreeing to keep it small and only family. Mom suggested Cedar Mountain Lodge, and after a trip out to see it, both she and Jed had fallen in love with the rustic yet elegant lodge and grounds.

      Her apartment lease ended in February, so she and Jed had agreed to pack up her things after they returned from their honeymoon.

      With Mom’s help, she’d been able to nail every detail. Once they’d decided on dusty blue and gray for the color scheme, everything had fallen into place. She and Jed had chosen just one attendant each. She’d worried that Sophie would be hurt that she’d chosen Hailey as her maid of honor, but her friend had understood perfectly. Of course, Alissa would have her sister Hailey. They’d been through so much together. And anyway, Sophie said, she wouldn’t be able to come for the wedding. After her recovery, she’d taken a nanny job in England and couldn’t afford to fly home. They’d promised to celebrate together later.

      Jed had chosen his best friend from childhood, Mitch. Sadly, she had wanted to introduce Sophie to Mitch, but it would have to wait. As long as Sophie didn’t fall in love with some English guy while she was away, Alissa felt certain they were perfect for each other.

      She could hardly wait to walk down the aisle on her mother’s arm toward Jed. She squealed with delight at the thought that in less than a week she’d be Mrs. Marsh. Technically, her new name would be Alissa Mann Kirby Marsh. All of the last names of the people who’d loved her seemed just right, if quite long on a driver’s license.

      A knock on her front door drew her away from her task. It couldn’t be Jed, as he had a key. Instead of coming over last night, he’d said he had some business to attend to before they left for the airport. She scurried over to the door and yanked it open, prepared for a delivery of some kind. Instead, Jed stood before her. His jeans and T-shirt were rumpled, like he’d slept in them. Stubble on his face and bloodshot eyes made him look as if he’d been on an all-night bender. She knew better. He hadn’t even wanted a bachelor party. Had something happened at work? Or with his mother?

      “Where’s your key?” She hugged him. His body stiffened, so she withdrew, watching him carefully. Was he sick?

      “I misplaced it.” He raked hands through his hair. “I’ve lost a whole set of keys.”

      “Jed, what’s going on? Did something happen?”

      He passed through the doorway into her apartment, then slumped into the easy chair with his face in his hands. She knelt next to him and clutched one of his knees. “Jed, please. What is it? You’re scaring me.”

      He looked up at her. “Something’s happened. Something terrible.” Tears filled his eyes. He swiped at them with his hands. “My mother’s done something so horrible. Something you won’t be able to forgive me for.”

      “Impossible,” she said. “Like we agreed, it’s you and me forever. She can’t hurt what we have.”

      “Wait to decide until I tell you what she did.” He choked on the last few words.

      “Go ahead, tell me.” She couldn’t imagine anything that would change the way she felt about him.

      “We can’t win against her.” He wiped his eyes on his sweater sleeve, like a little boy. “She’ll never stop trying to destroy us. What she’s done is so beyond anything I thought she was capable of. I can’t understand her. God, Alissa, I come from a family of monsters.”

      “Tell me what happened. Jed, whatever it is, we can work through it. If it’s your parents, we don’t need them. Who cares if they’re there or not? This wedding is for us.”

      “It’s bigger than that.”

      “Did they kick you out of the company?” God, the woman was evil. How could she do this to her son during what was supposed to be such a happy time? She should never have trusted that Mrs. Marsh had a change of heart. “You can get another job. We can live on my salary until you find something.”

      He lifted his face to look up at her. “It’s not the money. I love you. Please know that. I love you so much it hurts. And I’m so very sorry.”

      “You’re not making any sense. The only thing I want is you. I don’t care two figs about anything she thinks about me. She can’t hurt me as long as you’re by my side. It’s been that way since the first time we met. You’ve said so yourself.”

      “I was wrong. There are some things that are beyond our control. I’ve ruined your life. I should’ve known better. Someone perfect like you shouldn’t be anywhere near the monsters I call parents.” He got up from the chair as if a great weight rested on his shoulders.

      She spoke sternly to try to get him to stop babbling. “Tell me what happened.”

      He looked at her for a long moment. One in which Alissa could hear her heart thumping between her ears.

      “My mother knows about your job at the club.”

      “How?” Her stomach fell.

      “Do you remember Amy’s son? The chef?”

      She nodded, knowing suddenly what he was going to say. “Yes, I remember.” She drew in a long breath as her body flushed with heat. That’s where she’d seen him. Months before she met him at Jed’s parents’ house, Gary had been at the club. He’d been with a sketchy group of young men that Rif had kicked out after one of them tried to touch Millie.

      “He has drug problems and needs money,” Jed said. “He had photographs of you that apparently he had a friend take at one of your recent shifts. Yesterday, he sent them to my mom, threatening to leak them on the internet and send them to your boss and your family, unless she paid him off. Instead, she decided to use them against us. She sent them to your principal and the president of the PTA.”

      The room tipped sideways. “Oh God.” Shame and embarrassment washed over her. Everything, just like that, ruined. Her secret revealed. Not on her own terms, but via a cruel, controlling woman. She wrapped her arms around her stomach, the pain as swift and sharp as the wind that howled outside the building. There went the job she loved. The children and families she’d given so much would now see her as unfit to teach.

      “She threatened to mail them to your mother,” he said. “I begged her not to. She made me promise to call off the wedding or she was going to text them to her.”

      “Did you promise that?” Hot tears dripped from her eyes and stung her cheeks.

      “That’s the point. Whether I call off the wedding to keep her from sending them doesn’t matter. When you lose your teaching position, they’re going to have to know why. You mother will never forgive me. My family is the reason you’ll no longer have the job you loved. Think about your sisters. You know how tough they’ve been on me already. When they find out what happened, what will they think? They’ll never welcome me into the family. I can’t do this to you. I won’t spread more poison into your life. I’m sorry, but it’s what’s best.”

      “What is?”

      “That we call off the wedding. I can’t marry you. It’s not right. Not now.”

      She stared at him. Call off the wedding? How could you let this happen?

      Even as she thought it, she knew it wasn’t fair. He couldn’t control what his mother did. Yet, somehow, logic didn’t apply here. He’d failed to protect her. Now she’d lost her identity. What was she now? A cocktail waitress in a strip club. Homeless. She’d have to move in with Mom or one of the sisters.

      He wiped his eyes, watching her. “I can see it in your face. You blame me for this.”

      She turned her gaze toward the windows. “I don’t.”

      “You do, and you’re right. I blame me too.”

      She whirled around to look at him. “Fine, I do blame you. How could you let this happen?” The words were cruel and unfair. She knew this, but the anger coursed through her now, hot and red. “We had everything.”

      Tears leaked from his eyes. She could see how her words had hurt him, yet she couldn’t take them back. He’d allowed his mother to ruin their love. It was tainted now with this awful, ugly thing.

      “I knew you’d hate me for this.” Jed openly wept through the next sentences. “I should’ve anticipated and protected you, but I failed. I don’t have anything to offer you, even if you felt differently. I walked out of her house for the last time. I’m done. I have no job. No future. How could I in good conscience marry you now, even if you wanted me?”

      She went back to the window, leaning her forehead against the cold glass. A torrent of rain fell in slants. She hadn’t minded the rain as she packed. Now it represented the cold, lonely life without Jed.

      “Why does she hate me so much?” Alissa asked, numbly, as she turned back toward him.

      “I don’t know. I can’t explain any of it. She’s sick. I’m so sorry I ever dragged you into my mess of a toxic family. I should’ve known better than to think a guy like me could be with someone as pure and sweet and good as you.”

      She loved him. That would never go away. This man, who’d loved her out of her shyness and convinced her that their bond would stand the test of time, was her one and only. They were naïve to have thought that his family would ever let them be happy. They hadn’t factored in the lengths his mother would go to.

      They’d been doomed before they even started.

      Her legs trembled, and she sank onto the couch as the awful reality washed through her. Her life as she knew it was over. She wasn’t sure she could ever look at him the same way now. Even if she could look past all of this, if they went forward with the marriage, his mother would be even angrier. God only knew what she was capable of. Would she go after her sisters? Her mom? Mrs. Marsh was rich. Wealth equaled power. Alissa had none.

      And what about her family? How would she explain the called-off wedding and the loss of her teaching position, other than to tell them the truth about her secret job? They would understand her reasons but would be hurt she’d not told them the truth. They lived under the premise that there were no secrets between Mom and the soul sisters.

      “She’ll never stop trying to ruin what we have.” Jed went to her, kneeling at her feet. “Please, forgive me. I vowed to take care of you, and I failed. I’d do anything to take it all back.”

      “But you can’t,” she said. “Your mother’s never going to let us be happy.”

      “I know, and I’m so sorry.” He reached into his pocket and set a folded check on the coffee table. “This is for you. Something to get you through until you find a new job.”

      “Money can’t fix this,” she said.

      “I can’t leave here unless I know you’ll be all right.” He spoke in a strangled, miserable voice. “You’ll find someone better than me. Without all my baggage.”

      She would no longer be able to roll over and see his face every morning. After this, she might never see him again. She gasped for breath; the air had left the room, leaving pain that pressed into her on all sides. A wail like that of a dying animal came from deep inside her. There was nothing she could do to stop the awful sound.

      He gathered her into his arms and stroked her hair as she wept, saying over and over how sorry he was.

      “You should go now,” she said, finally. Before I break in half in front of you.

      “I’ll love you forever,” he whispered, then rose to his feet.

      The slamming of the door was the beginning of the after, she thought. She’d had the after before, when her parents had died. Jed had been the beginning of a new life. Loving him had given her peace from the grief that had plagued her for so long. She’d actually believed that Mama and Daddy had sent him to her, to heal all the scars of the past.

      I should have known better, she thought. I loved him too much. Just as she had her parents. And then they’d left her to maneuver through the rest of her life without them. Just as she would now have to without Jed.

      Again, here she was. Alone and bleeding.
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      An hour later, when her body had depleted itself of tears, she picked up her phone from the coffee table. She would have to tell her family. Over the last few years, so much had been shared between them, both good and bad news. Whatever it was, despite how different all the sisters were from one another, they were always there on the other end of the phone. For better or worse, Alissa thought, as a wave of bitterness washed over her.

      She called Mom and held her breath, waiting for her to pick up and hear what a total failure Alissa was, and that all the money for the wedding would be wasted.
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      When Mom and her sisters suggested they all meet at Cedar Mountain Lodge regardless, Alissa agreed. She was comforted that part of the financial investments they had all made wouldn’t be wasted.

      And I need my family, she thought, as she packed for the lonely trip. Being with them was the only way she would be able to get through the holidays. She couldn’t help but think of how she’d been looking forward to celebrating the love between her and Jed with them. She’d been so sure of him. Calling off the wedding had never crossed her mind. Not once.

      What would she do after? How could she go on?

      The only thing she could think of was how much she needed Mom and her sisters. They were the part of her life that never disappointed or failed her. No matter what, they were there for one another. Mom had always said that although they weren’t blood, they were family. Right now, she needed them.
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      With an aching chest, Alissa walked into the honeymoon suite in Cedar Mountain Lodge. Her wedding gown greeted her from the closet, like an uninvited guest. The lodge staff had steamed it already. The filmy white dress hung there, perfect and beautiful.

      She placed her suitcase on the wooden stand and went to the window, avoiding the open closet and the dress. The curtains were open to the view of the outdoor Christmas tree, decorated in white lights. How had she forgotten the dress would already be here? She and Mom and Hailey had had such a wonderful time shopping for just the right one. The moment she’d come out from the dressing room, both of them had squealed and agreed that this was the exact dress for Alissa.

      Despite her resolve to remain strong, Alissa collapsed on the bed and gave in to her tears, burying her face in the pillow. She’d kept it together on the flight from Seattle to Boise, and even in the rental car as she drove to the lodge.

      Mom had texted that she would be there sometime that evening. It was just one now. Alissa knew she should eat something. She couldn’t remember the last time she ate, other than coffee at the airport. Nothing wanted to stay down. It was like her stomach was the epicenter of her grief.

      She was an idiot. That was the takeaway from this whole situation. Who was she to think she could have Jed? He was from another world. One of wealth and privilege. Whereas Maddie had counted pennies and sacrificed to keep the four girls in clothes and well-fed. She’d somehow managed to get them all through college. Granted, the other girls had all gotten scholarships because they were talented in specific areas. Stevie and her exceptional cooking abilities, Jo with her quick mind, Hailey’s artistic talent. They were special. Alissa knew she was not. All she’d ever wanted was to be with little children in a classroom. Fortunately for her, she didn’t need to be super smart like the others to fulfill her dreams. When she’d met Jed, she’d thought he was the last missing piece of the puzzle of her life. They would be together and make a family. A family like the one she’d had with her mother and father before they passed away.

      She rolled over on her back, staring at the ceiling.

      Finally, like a kid tearing off a bandage, she got up from the bed and went to the closet. She fingered the flower-pattern lace overlay and the empire waist made of tiny cloth flowers. The veil hung next to the dress, shimmery and attached to a thin, faux diamond headband.

      What would she do with this beauty now? Since the day Jed had proposed, she’d imagined herself walking down the aisle, her arm linked with Mom’s, heading toward the man she loved. The dress had been altered to fit her petite frame. There was no returning it to the shop. Her hands balled into fists. Should she tear it apart? Toss it out the window? Send it to a charity? Where did all the dresses of the brokenhearted go?
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      After dinner with her sisters, a new level of exhaustion came over Alissa. Stevie and Hailey had decided to go to the bar after their meal, but she had begged off. She had just enough time for a short nap before her mother’s arrival. Just a blissful few hours where all this went away, and at the end, her mother would be there. She undressed, putting on her old flannel nightgown from when she was a teenager. The soft fabric always comforted during times of stress or homesickness. Nothing compared to this, though. She knew in her bones she would never get over this. Over him.

      She crawled under the covers and lay on her stomach, letting the tears slide from her eyes, too tired to sob any longer. After a time, she fell asleep.

      A buzz on her phone wakened her. The text was from Mom; she was finally at the hotel. There was a delay in check-in, but she’d be there in a few minutes. Alissa sighed with relief. Having her mother here would make it easier to breathe. Finally, she heard a soft knock at her door.

      “Mom?” she said, as she opened the door.

      “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.”

      Alissa burst into tears and threw herself into her mother’s arms.

      “Come sit on the bed with me and tell me everything,” Mom said.

      Alissa cuddled into the room’s soft bathrobe and joined her mother on the bed. She took a deep breath and, without looking at Mom, blurted out her secret. “There’s something I have to tell you. I’ve had a second job for the last few years. At a gentlemen’s club.”

      “What is that exactly? What do you mean?” Mom shifted to her side. “Sweetie, look at me.”

      Alissa turned her face toward her mother. “Ladies dance on a stage. For men.”

      Mom’s eyes widened. “You’ve been dancing at a strip club?”

      “No, just cocktail waitressing. But I wear what’s essentially not much bigger than a bathing suit.”

      Mom had paled but her expression remained calm. “Why would you do this?”

      “I needed the money, Mom. My salary doesn’t cover everything, and then Sophie got hurt.” She explained how her plans to quit had changed. “And then I met Jed.” Alissa explained all of it then, including the cold response from his mother and father, and ending with what Mrs. Marsh had done.

      Mom didn’t respond except for a slight wrinkling of her forehead.

      “And then he walked out,” Alissa said. Was Mom getting this? “My life’s ruined. My reputation. I don’t even have my apartment now.”

      “Okay. First of all, your life is not ruined, and I’m not so sure your relationship is either.”

      Alissa stared at her mom, unsure of what to say. “Well, I mean, how can I marry into a family that would go to such lengths to destroy me? What if we had children and Jed died? She’d probably try and prove I was an unfit mother.”

      Mom watched her for a moment. “That’s a leap.”

      “How is it a leap? Losing people happened to both of us. You know how it can happen in a split second.”

      Mom took in a deep breath, clearly gathering her thoughts. “All right, let’s run through this. Mrs. Marsh is a heinous woman, and she did a bad thing.”

      “A horrible thing. She’s cost me my dream job.”

      “Put a pin in that for a moment. We’ll circle back to that in a second.”

      “Fine,” Alissa said, feeling like a petulant child. Why wasn’t Mom on her side?

      “Jed’s in a real tough spot, and I see that frown—don’t think that I’m defending him or that I’m okay with how he’s handled this, but I am asking you to see things from his perspective. He’s being forced to choose between the woman he wants to marry and the woman who gave him life. No matter how horrible his mother is, she is still his mother, and it would be very hard for him to turn his back on her, even for the woman he loves. And yet, from what you’re telling me, he’s willing to do just that. To walk away from his family and give up the job he loves and, from what I gather, a ton of money. And on top of everything, he’s convinced himself that this is all his fault?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Do you think this is all Jed’s fault?”

      “I can’t marry into a family that hates me,” Alissa said. Even as she said it, she wasn’t sure that it was true.

      “Be careful of the lines you draw in the sand, sweetie. Life and love sometimes make them blurry. Look, I’m not going to sit here and tell you that it wouldn’t be difficult. People say you marry the person and not their family, but the fact of the matter is, his family is important to him, and it’s not realistic to think that he won’t ever want them in his life. I think the more important issue is, how do you and Jed learn to stand together and face difficulties, rather than either blaming each other or giving up when it gets tough? You both made choices that brought you here. Now, how do you get through it together?”

      Alissa tried to keep up with what Mom was saying, but a ringing in her ears was making it nearly impossible to do so. “I didn’t say it was rational, but somehow I feel like he should’ve protected me.”

      “I agree. That’s not rational. You made the choice to waitress in a club where women dance in front of men for money. It was your decision to risk your reputation by working there.” She raised a hand. “I’m not judging you or the women who dance there. People have to make hard choices for survival or to meet life goals. But your error is in thinking that your actions might not have consequences. You weighed the risks and decided that helping your friend and paying off your debts were worth it, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “You’re a survivor, Alissa. Just like your sisters. You don’t need help from anyone, and you sure as heck don’t need a man to protect you.”

      “I’m not sure I’m following.”

      “Your decision may have cost you your job, but you don’t answer to anyone but God,” Mom said. “If you believed in your heart it was the right thing to do, then I support you one hundred percent. Mrs. Marsh’s actions may have hurt you, but you chose to work there. Thus, you have to own that. I didn’t teach you to be ashamed, did I?”

      “No.”

      “Then, it’s pretty simple. If the school fires you because of something you do outside of their property, then so be it. You’ll get another job. You’re a wonderful teacher and any school would be lucky to have you.”

      “I guess so.” Was Mom right? Could she get another job?

      “As far as Jed goes, only he can set the boundaries for his relationship with his mother and decide what influence he’ll allow her to have over him. It sounds like he’s trying to do that, but it also sounds like he’s taking responsibility for her actions, and in letting him do so, you’ve done him an injustice.”

      “I have?” Her voice trembled. Mom had always been firm but compassionate when she or her sisters had made mistakes. But this felt different. Like she’d let her down in a way that couldn’t be forgiven.

      “I’m sorry, but I think so. He came to you and offered to walk away, not knowing what else he could do. Instead of meeting him with love and assurances that you could weather any storm together, you confirmed his worst fears.”

      Alissa looked down at her lap, twisting her fingers.

      “Sweetie, what you and Jed have is rare. Does your relationship have challenges? Yes. Whenever family doesn’t support a marriage, the union is harder to preserve. But you two have to fight for each other.”

      “What do I do?”

      “Do you want to be his wife?” Mom asked.

      “Yes.” She did. Of course she did. A weight lifted from her shoulders. What was she doing? Mom was right. This wasn’t Jed’s fault. He’d sacrificed everything for her, and she’d treated him terribly.

      “You talk to him. You share what you’re thinking and what you’re feeling. You encourage him to do the same. And you both have to listen to each other. Really listen! If the two of you are committed to your love, then you have to move forward unified together. You can’t let outside forces tear you apart, and you can’t just walk away or let him walk away when it gets hard. You have to dig in and stick it out until you find a way. Love will always find a way, sweetie, but you have to be willing to fight for it.”
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      The next morning, Alissa woke late. She went to the window and looked out at the snowy landscape, thinking through her next move. After the talk with her mother, she knew it was up to her to reach out to Jed and apologize for the way she’d reacted. Would he even want to talk to her? Regardless, she had to try.

      She and her family had all kinds of activities planned, but she would call him first to see if he would come out to talk through their problems. If he didn’t want her anymore, it was best to know that now.

      Taking a deep breath, she punched in his number. Jed answered on the first ring.

      “It’s me,” Alissa said.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine. Are you?”

      “No. I’m miserable,” he said.

      “I mean, I’m physically okay,” she said. “But I’m miserable too. I don’t want to live without you.”

      “Me either.”

      “I’m at the lodge. My family convinced me to come anyway. I was thinking you should come out here. We can talk through things.” She took in another shaky breath. “I was wrong to react the way I did. I love you.”

      “What’re you saying?”

      “We can’t let your mother ruin what we have. I made a mistake blaming you. A terrible mistake, and I’m sorry. Come here. Let’s talk through this and come up with a plan. Together.”

      “What do I have to offer you now?”

      “You. That’s all I’ve ever wanted anyway. We’ll both get new jobs. All the contacts you’ve made over the years will lead you to a new position. You’ll be on your own without having to answer to your family. Think of how free you’ll be.”

      There was silence on the other end of the phone for a few seconds. “Do you mean it? You want me even after my mother ruined your life?”

      “She didn’t ruin my life. My life is you and my family, not my job. I shouldn’t have hidden a part of myself or been ashamed that I needed an extra job to make ends meet. If anything, the world should be ashamed that a teacher can’t make enough to live without an extra job. My mother didn’t raise me to be ashamed of being a survivor. If the school fires me, so what? There are other schools, other jobs.”

      “My bag’s still packed,” he said. “I didn’t have the heart to put everything away.”

      “Pick it up and get to the airport.”

      “I won’t be able to get a flight today, but I’ll be on the first one out on the twenty-first.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      “I love you,” he said.

      “Wait, Jed, do you still want to marry me?”

      “It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted.”
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      She called her principal next. He picked up after a few rings.

      “Alissa, hi. What’s up? Aren’t you supposed to be getting married about now?”

      “Um, yeah. I was calling about the photographs,” she said.

      “What about them?”

      She gulped back a nervous breath. “I wondered if I still have a job.”

      “What? Of course you do. I wouldn’t fire you for having another job. You’re not the only staff member moonlighting for extra cash.”

      “Oh, well, yes, but I thought given the nature of my other job that you’d have to fire me to please the parents.”

      “Alissa, what you do outside of school is no one’s business.”

      “What about the conservative parents? They won’t be happy. She sent them to the PTA president.”

      “Calista Wells doesn’t run this school. I do.”

      “She’s contacted you, hasn’t she?” Alissa asked.

      “Yes. She contacted me almost immediately. Just as she did when Jacob Munro came out. I told her the same thing I told her when she demanded I fire him for being gay. No, thank you.”

      “What about enrollment?” she asked. “Will this cause problems?”

      “There’s a long waiting list. If families leave, there are others to take their places. We’re good at what we do here, Alissa. People know that. If they don’t like that my teachers are not all the same, then too bad. I know the kind of teacher you are, and that’s all I care about.”

      Alissa let out a long sigh of relief. “Really?”

      “Jesus is quite clear about who’s to do the judging. And it’s not us. Now, you put this out of your mind, and enjoy your wedding and honeymoon. I’ll see you in January.”

      She hung up as happy tears gathered at the corners of her eyes. Principal Hughes was a good man and a great boss.

      Jed would be here tomorrow. Dare she hope that they would get married after all? Please, God, help us work through this.
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      The next afternoon, Alissa paced in her room while waiting for Jed.

      Yesterday had been packed with fun, thanks to her sisters. She hadn’t said anything about her phone call with Jed or that he would arrive later today. If they weren’t able to work things out, she didn’t want her family to have hope that the wedding would happen. She flushed thinking about how embarrassing this entire fiasco had been. Her sisters had gone to such lengths to make everything better for her and all she could do was think about Jed.

      Finally, there was a knock on the door. Jed!

      She ran to the door and yanked it open. He stood there with a suitcase next to him. He’d shaved since she last saw him, but it did nothing to disguise his exhaustion. Still, at the sight of her, he smiled. “Hey there.”

      “Hi,” she said, suddenly shy.

      “Can I come in?”

      “Yes, yes. Sorry.” She stepped aside and let him pass though.

      He set his suitcase near the door. “You look so good.”

      “Oh, Jed, I’ve missed you so much.” She stumbled toward him, and he drew her into his arms.

      “Me too, baby.” He held her so tightly she could barely breathe.

      “I don’t want to do life without you. I’ve messed everything up.”

      He buried his face into her shoulder. “I thought I might lose my mind without you.”

      “We have to talk through this.”

      He drew away, looking into her eyes. “Yes. I’m ready. Are you?”

      She nodded and led him over to the chairs in front of the fireplace. They sat facing each other.

      “I have to start by saying how sorry I am,” she said. “My reaction was completely unfair. I have no excuse other than I felt trapped and exposed.”

      “I understand. I felt the same way. Trapped and unworthy of you.” He hadn’t stopped staring at her since he arrived, as if she were a meal and he was famished.

      “But you were wrong to suggest that I’d be better off without you, or that you were somehow responsible for what happened. Your mother’s a troubled person. We don’t need her toxicity in our lives. But you’re going to have to decide how to deal with her in a way that doesn’t wreck what we have.”

      He grimaced. “She’s called a few times. I didn’t pick up. I don’t know what the future holds, but for now I’m prepared to no longer have a relationship with them. I have to say, I feel free. All this time I thought the business meant so much to me and it turns out it really doesn’t.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” Her throat ached from how much she loved him. How good he was. How perfect he was for her.

      “Say you love me.”

      “I love you. You know I do. And I was wrong about how the photos would affect my job.” She told him then about her discussion with Principal Hughes. “He assured me that my job is safe.”

      “Even with the PTA coven of witches?” he asked.

      “He’s not afraid of them.”

      “That’s amazing,” Jed said. “I’m surprised, though.”

      “I was too. My mom was fine with it all too. I should never have kept it from my family.”

      “You have nothing to be ashamed of,” Jed said.

      “Will you lose your house?” she asked, matter-of-factly. “If so, we need to find a new apartment.”

      “What? No, no. I’m sorry if I wasn’t clear. The house is mine. I bought it during a downturn in the market for cash. We’ll always have a home.”

      She sighed with relief. “I’m so glad. I hated the thought of you losing something you love so much.”

      “Let me be clear. The only thing I really care about is you, but yes, having a home to raise our family in means a lot.”

      He reached his hand across the arms of the chair and caressed her forearm. “Are you sure it’s me you want, even with all my baggage?”

      “I’ve been sure since the first.” She smiled back at him. “You and me forever.”

      “You and me forever.”

      And although they were not yet husband and wife, they fell together on the bed and made sure the other knew exactly how committed they were to their future.
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      The day of the wedding was clear and cold. Freshly fallen snow glittered in the sun outside the window. Mom and Nan had already done their makeup by the time they arrived. Once everyone was assembled, Mom did Jo’s and Stevie’s faces. Even Stevie was into it, only complaining a few times about how long it took and that she didn’t want too much eye makeup. When Jo’s was finished, she looked as glamorous as a movie star.

      When it was time for them all to don their dresses, they got Hailey into hers first. She looked like a fairy princess in the dusty-blue dress. “Oh, Hailey, you’re so pretty,” Alissa said. It wasn’t just the dress either. She had a glow about her. If she didn’t know better, Alissa would have thought her little sister was in love.

      “You’re absolutely perfect,” Nan said.

      Next, Hailey zipped up Mom’s dress, a light gray in a mermaid style with fluffy feathers around the neckline. Mom always has to have her feathers, Alissa thought, smiling. The skirt, made of tulle and layered with sequins at the top, swirled around her legs.

      “Mom, you look even more stunning than usual,” Alissa said, as she fluffed the feathers.

      “Your turn.” Hailey bounced on her feet. “I can’t wait to see you in your dress.”

      Mom brought the wedding gown from the closet and held it open for Alissa to step into, then buttoned her up.

      “Oh, honey, you’re just perfect,” Mom said.

      “You’re the most beautiful bride in the world,” Hailey added, before reaching for the veil. With deft hands, her little sister secured the delicate material into her hair, then set the skinny tiara in place. They’d pulled the front of her hair back, leaving her bangs loose and her long neck exposed.

      Alissa stared at herself in the mirror, pleased with what she saw. Since meeting Jed, she saw herself differently; perhaps she saw herself as he did? All she knew was that she felt beautiful and so very joyful. “I’m going to be Jed’s wife,” she whispered.

      Mom and Hailey stood next to her, and all of them beamed into the mirror. “We’ve come a long way from the scared little rug rats we were that first night together, haven’t we, Hailey?”

      Her little sister nodded, obviously too choked up to answer.

      “Do you remember how scared we were?” Alissa asked. “How unsure we were of the future? Now look at us.”

      “I’m very proud of both of you,” Mom said.

      A loud knock on the door broke up the moment. Hailey rushed over to answer. It was room service, with a bottle of champagne. When they all had glasses, Alissa raised hers for a toast.

      “Thank you for being here. I know I didn’t make this exactly easy over the last few days. I’m sorry for all the drama, but I guess it was my turn to make a fuss. I’ve been reminded since meeting Jed’s family how very lucky I am to have all of you. There’s never been a time, since we became a unit, that I haven’t been able to rely on you for love and support. You have no idea how much it means to me to be part of this clan.” She turned to her mother. “Mom, we can never say it enough how much you mean to us. If it hadn’t been for your huge heart and willingness to take on all of us at once, I don’t know where I’d be.”

      “Where any of us would be,” Stevie said.

      “So, here’s to us,” Alissa said. “Soul sisters and our lovely mother and Nan.”

      They clinked glasses.

      Mom fanned her eyes. “Listen now, I can’t cry and ruin my makeup. But I just have to say how proud I am of each of you. Since the moment you came to me, my life has been full of love and so many happy moments—even during the chaotic years. There hasn’t been one day I haven’t thanked God for putting us all together. Thank you for letting me be your mom.”

      “And for letting me be your grandmother,” Nan said.

      They all clinked glasses again and drank the rest of the champagne. Just as they finished, Hailey’s phone buzzed.

      “It’s time,” Hailey said. “They’re ready for us in the lobby.”

      Alissa squeezed Mom’s hand. “I’m suddenly nervous.”

      “Just hold on tight to me,” Mom said. “We’ll be fine.”
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      Alissa did indeed hold her mother’s arm tightly, as they waited to enter the room where the ceremony was to take place. The first notes of “Makin’ Memories of Us” by Keith Urban came through the speakers. “This is it,” Alissa said.

      “This is it,” said Mom.

      From where they stood behind the door, Alissa could see the small wedding party gathered in front of the big stone fireplace. There were pretty chairs in two neat rows. Mitch and Hailey went first, walking down the aisle created by two rows of brown paper lanterns.

      When Mitch and Hailey were tucked on either side of the black-robed pastor, Alissa and Mom entered. Everyone turned to watch, all smiling. They’re here for us, Alissa thought. There was no reason to be nervous. She’d waited for this moment all her life.

      Through the big windows, the snow and mountains made a glorious setting, but she had only eyes for her groom.

      Jed wore a suit in soft gray and a dusty-blue tie that matched Hailey’s dress. Alissa’s stomach fluttered when they locked eyes. He wiped at his eyes with a tissue, as she and Mom moved toward the small wedding party.

      When they reached Jed, Mom took both her hands, then kissed her softly on the cheek. “I love you, sweetie.” She turned to Jed. “You’re part of our family now. No matter what, we’re here for you. Now, take good care of my girl.”

      “Always,” Jed said.

      Mom took her seat next to Nan.

      “You look like a princess,” Jed whispered in her ear.

      She smiled up at him. “You look nice too.”

      The pastor cleared his throat. “Thank you for being here today, to celebrate and witness the union of Jed Marsh and Alissa Mann Kirby. They’ve written their own vows, which they will now recite.”

      Alissa had written vows last week but in all the confusion, she’d left them behind. It didn’t matter. She knew what she wanted to say.

      “Jed, I’ve never known a better man. You’re a gentleman, kind and compassionate, and so very generous. From the first day, you’ve made me feel cherished. Your innate goodness has made me want to be a better person. I could not ask for a finer man to spend the rest of my life with. I hope God blesses us with many years together, making memories. I promise to be your wife and best friend. I vow to never let anything or anyone come between us. I’ll always be honest and keep no secrets from you. I’ll be your biggest champion and fan. Together, we will build a life we’re proud of.”

      Jed’s eyes had filled while she spoke. He released one of her hands to reach into his pocket for a tissue. “Alissa, I never knew there was such a thing as love at first sight, until I saw your face for the first time. I knew you were the woman I’d been searching for. Yes, I’m a romantic. I’ve been accused of believing too much in the power of love to right what’s wrong. I lost sight of that for a moment this week, but I won’t again. As you say, no matter how hard anyone or anything wants us apart, our bond is too strong. I’ll be here for you from this day forward. Whatever comes our way, we’ll face it together. I love you more than even our favorite country songs could convey.”

      Alissa giggled through the lump at the back of her throat.

      “I can’t believe it’s me you chose,” Jed said. “But I promise to spend the rest of my life making sure you don’t regret your choice.”

      “Now, we’ll have the bride and groom exchange rings,” the pastor said.

      Alissa took the ring from Hailey’s outstretched hand. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

      Jed did the same with the ring from Mitch. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

      “I now pronounce you husband and wife. Everyone, I present Mr. and Mrs. Marsh.”

      A roar erupted, much louder than the small crowd warranted.

      “You may now kiss,” the pastor said.

      They did so, lingering for longer than they should on this first kiss as a married couple. When they looked up, Alissa saw that there was not a dry eye in the group.

      “Let’s party,” Alissa said. “I’m starving.”

      Jed grinned and took her hand. “Lead the way, beautiful wife.”
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      As Alissa lay in her groom’s arms in the early morning, when the world was still dark, she woke and listened to him breathe. She thought of all the twists and turns of her life, and how they led her to this man. An image of her mother and father on a Christmas morning when she was six or seven came to her. They’d sat on the couch holding hands and watched her open presents. Someday, she’d thought then, I’ll have a love like they do. I’ll have a handsome husband and babies of my own.

      Someday was now. Her mother and father were still with her, watching over her. There were many joyous times to come with her sisters, Mom and Nan.

      She shifted to snuggle closer to him. He pulled her close and murmured her name. She drifted off, warm and safe. Someday was now.
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      The honeymoon was like a wonderful dream. Each day sparkled with joy as they basked in the warmth of their love. And the cabin? It was like something out of a storybook. Dark walls and a stone fireplace plus a darling kitchen were perfect for their first days as a married couple. During the days, they traipsed around the property on snowshoes, falling often but laughing more. In the afternoons, they’d get in the hot tub with just their heads and faces exposed until they were too hot and had to get out and shower together. Which led to some afternoon bedroom time. Evenings were spent cooking together or eating takeout from the lodge. After dark, they poured wine and curled up in front of the fire.

      One night, four days into married life, they sat on the couch holding hands. The gas fireplace cast a warm glow over the room as they shared a bottle of Washington Syrah. A small plastic tree sparkled with white lights.

      “I’ve been thinking about my childhood,” Jed said, surprising her. They hadn’t spent much time talking about his parents, almost like they had an unsaid agreement to stay away from the subject. However, it was bound to come up. His parents, whether or not they were physically present, were part of their lives. One never escaped their childhood. It lived inside, affecting everything one did or thought. “I don’t know why but I can’t stop remembering things. Moments I haven’t thought of for years and years.”

      “Like what?”

      “We used to go to somewhere tropical every year. I’d spend most of the time with our nanny while my parents golfed with friends or whatever. I always dreamed of a place like this. With snow and fires at night. With family.”

      “My family is yours now,” Alissa said.

      “Do you think they forgive me yet? Like for real?” He let go of her hand to scoot forward for his glass of wine.

      “Yes, even Stevie.” Alissa cringed, remembering the mutilated cake tops. That story would definitely become family lore. “She just loves me so fiercely and you too. We made her believe in love and when we shattered, it shattered her too.”

      “I hope she’ll trust me again.” His voice shook before he took a sip from his glass, then set it back on the table. “After everything you girls went through, I hate to think I caused her pain.”

      “It’s okay. That’s not how we do things in our family. We do second chances and forgiveness and a whole lot of grace. The expectation of perfection is not there. Look at how Mom reacted to my big secret. I feel dumb now.”

      He brushed his knuckles against her cheek. “Until I met you, I never knew what it felt like to be safe or loved unconditionally.”

      “Oh, Jed, that makes me sad.”

      His eyes misted over as he moved his gaze back to the fire. “I can remember being ten years old. My father and I were on the way home from a basketball game. I’d played poorly and he berated me the entire ten miles home. My focus was crap. I looked like a toddler out there compared to the other kids. I’d embarrassed him in front of the other parents. People felt sorry for me and Marshes were never to be pitied. By then, I’d started to cry, all slumped in the back seat. Then, more furious than I’d ever seen him, he called me a crybaby.” Jed’s voice cracked. “He never came to another one of my games.”

      Her chest ached with pity and rage. How dare he do that to a little boy? Especially one like Jed, who Alissa knew did nothing but give one hundred percent to everything he tried. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I’m so sorry.” Tears prickled her own eyes as she tried to get control of her emotions.

      “When my mom pulled that stunt before the wedding—it was like I was that ten-year-old kid again…feeling like I was a worthless piece of crap. The very last thing I wanted was to drag you into that place too. I couldn’t bear to think they’d ever hurt you like they did me.” He turned back to her. “Your family isn’t like anyone I’ve ever known. The way they accepted me back into the fold despite what happened. I’m so humbled by it. So grateful.” Tears gathered at the corners of his eyes. “Baby, I’m broken. That’s just the truth. I’m still that little boy in here.” He tapped his chest. “I want so badly to be everything you need but sometimes I wonder if I have it in me.”

      “You’re already everything to me. I don’t need you to be strong all the time. I simply need you to be real. To choose me over everyone else. We’re a team now. I want to see your brokenness and be there with you in the dark places. Just as you will be there for me. Together we can make a life we’re proud of. There will be no doubt about how much I love you or how worthy you are of my love.”

      He kissed her softly, then smoothed stray hair from her face. “You’re so good and beautiful. I’m scared all the time that I’m going to let you down. I want everything perfect for you.”

      “No one’s life is ever perfect,” Alissa said. “The beauty’s found in life’s imperfections. When my parents died, I was devastated. I didn’t think I’d ever feel joy again. And then Maddie found me and gave me a new home and sisters. Out of all that tragedy—both mine and hers—grew love. Such tremendous love from all the broken places in each of us. Together, life became beautiful again.”

      “Here in this quiet place, I can see how my life has been a dead run just all the time.” He closed his eyes. “I was tired and so weary of the rat race and expectations of my parents. Except for the moments with you, life was nothing but obligation. You gave me life. Woke me up. Made me realize what I really want.”

      “What is that?”

      “I want a simple life. A family with you. And I’m wondering—what if we moved here? We could be close to your family. Once we have kids, we’ll have them to share the experience with.”

      “Move here? But what about work?”

      “You could get a teaching job here, couldn’t you? I mean, maybe not right away but eventually.”

      “What would we live on?”

      He grinned. “I’ve got some money stashed away. A lot, actually.”

      “But you love your house.”

      “We can find something here that we like just as much. This way, we’ll pick it out together.”

      “I’d like to be closer to Mom and Nan. I love the seasons and the beauty.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      She picked up their glasses and handed one to him. “Yes, Mr. Marsh. Here’s to the future.”

      “To you, Mrs. Marsh.”

      They clinked glasses but instead of finishing their bottle, they headed for the bedroom.
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      On the second to the last day of the honeymoon and the last day of the year, Alissa woke feeling slightly nauseous. Her breasts were sore as well. She must be about to have her period. When had she had the last one? She couldn’t remember, given the trauma before the wedding. Since then, she’d been too busy loving on Jed to think of it at all.

      Could she be pregnant?

      She crept out of the warm bed, leaving Jed to sleep, and wandered out of the bedroom to the bathroom. Normally, coffee sounded good the moment she woke, but for some reason this morning the idea turned her stomach. Could she get into town to buy a test before Jed woke?

      She mulled this idea over while brushing her teeth and changing into leggings and a sweater. Yes, she would go into town and get a pregnancy test. She was probably just late because of the stress of the wedding.

      After looking in to see that Jed was still asleep, she wrote him a quick note that she was headed into town for a few things. Then, she grabbed his set of keys and crept out of the cabin. As she drove the icy road to town, she went back and forth. Did she want to be pregnant? There was so much uncertainty about their life right now. There was the house to sell back in Seattle. Jed’s job search. Her job search. A new house. Moving.

      She took in a deep breath to steady her nerves. If she were pregnant, they would deal with it. Mom would be thrilled. So would Hailey.

      Feeling like a teenager, she couldn’t make eye contact with the clerk as she put the test on the counter. Why hadn’t she grabbed a few other items to make it less obvious? She scanned the other people in line, praying none of her sisters were out for an early-morning shopping spree.

      All the way back to the cabin, she went back and forth on what Jed would think. By the time she entered the cabin, she’d decided there was no way she was pregnant. They used birth control. She was just late.

      Jed was frying up bacon in the small kitchen. “Hey, what did you get? Pancake mix by any chance? I’m craving them.”

      “Um, no.” She clutched the paper sack to her chest. The smell of the bacon was making her feel even sicker. Was she going to vomit on her honeymoon?

      “What then?” He turned down the burner and strode over to where she was still standing just inside the door. “Are you all right? You have a strange look on your face.”

      She dropped the sack and ran for the bathroom, narrowly making it to the toilet before she threw up. When she was done, she flushed the toilet and brushed her teeth. She looked at herself in the mirror. White as a ghost. Maybe she just had the flu.

      When she returned to the main room, Jed was standing by the couch with the pregnancy test in his hand. “Alissa?” His eyes were wide and not exactly frightened but nervous. “What’s happening right now?”

      “I’m late.”

      He took in a deep breath. “Okay, then. So, we might have had a shotgun wedding.”

      She nodded. “We might have.”

      He came around the couch and thrust the test into her hands. “Do it. We have to know.”

      With a trembling hand, she took the test and went back to the bathroom. She shut the door behind her and sat on the toilet. Her hands continued to shake as she opened the box and pulled out the small wand. There were two in there. Good. Better accuracy. Too nervous to pee on demand, she had to wait a moment for the stream to start, then stuck it under there.

      “Are you done?” Jed said from behind the door.

      “Hang on.” She set the wand on the counter, then wiped and pulled up her leggings. After washing her hands, she glanced at the wand. Two pink lines had already appeared.

      “What’s it say?” Jed asked, still on the other side of the door. “Can I come in?”

      “Yes, come in.”

      A second later, he stood beside her, looking down at the wand. “Two lines means yes, right?”

      Alissa simply nodded, her mouth too dry to speak.

      “We’re having a baby.” He grinned as he wrapped his hands around her shoulders. “A baby.”

      “Oh my God. A baby.”

      He let out a whoop and twirled her around in a circle. “You’re having my baby.”

      “Don’t. No more turning. I think I might be sick again.”

      He immediately went still. She broke away and headed for the toilet. Kneeling over the porcelain god, she whispered, “Get the bacon out of the cabin.”

      “On it.”
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      All night with her sisters and mom, she carried her little secret around. She would announce it during their toasts, not at dinner. Jed had discreetly asked the staff to pour her a glass of sparkling cider to keep anyone from noticing that she wasn’t having real champagne.

      When it was time for the toasts, she quickly realized she wasn’t the only one with a big fat secret. Her mother and sisters, one by one, introduced their new partners. “How did this happen while we were at the cabin?” she asked.

      Stevie’s eyes twinkled. “Mine started a long time ago. This was more like the second act.”

      “Love’s in the air,” Hailey said.

      “Or in the snow or something,” Mom said, eyes shining.

      “It’s just dumb luck,” Stevie said, rolling her eyes.

      “Or fate.” Jo grinned back at her sister.

      Alissa could weep with joy for all of them. She’d never seen her sisters glow as brightly. This was what they looked like in love, she thought. It was about time they all had what she had with Jed.

      “Alissa, it’s your turn,” Mom said.

      Alissa lifted her glass of cider. “Well, as it turns out—our wedding was actually quite necessary for more reasons than just being madly in love and wanting to spend the rest of our lives together.”

      Mom cocked her head. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that by this time next year, there will be a baby added to our family,” Alissa said.

      Mom’s hands flew to her mouth. “I’m going to be a grandma?”

      Nan, also beaming, pulled Alissa into a hug. “And I’m going to be a great-nan.”

      “This is amazing,” Stevie said, gruffly. “You’re going to be the best mom ever.”

      “You totally will be,” Hailey said. “I can’t wait to be an auntie.”

      “Me too,” Jo said. “You’re both going to be terrific parents.”

      After hugs from everyone, including a tearful Hailey, who held her for an extra beat, Jed raised his hand. “We have other news. We’ve decided to move here to be with you all.”

      Stevie shrieked. “You guys too? This is amazing.”

      Hailey grabbed Alissa into yet another hug. “This is a dream come true. We’ll be together again.”

      “Like we should be,” Alissa whispered in her ear.

      “What made you decide?” Mom asked.

      “We want to be near our family,” Jed said.

      “Yes, yes, Jed, you are our family now.” Mom beamed at him, then gave him another squeeze.

      “Is all forgiven?” Jed asked Stevie after Mom let him go.

      She grinned and held out her arms. “I always wanted a little brother to torture. And yes, all is forgiven. As a matter of fact, I’ve recently learned how misunderstandings and misperceptions can happen.”

      Alissa looked around at the beautiful faces of her family, amazed that there were now five new members and another growing inside her. What would the new year bring? How would it possibly top this one?

      Jed leaned over to pull her into his arms and kiss her even though he’d already done it once when the clock struck midnight.  “Happy New Year. Thank you for making me the happiest man alive.”

      “I think you have some competition for the happiest,” Alissa said, gesturing around at her delighted family members.

      “Come on, let’s get you home for the last night of our honeymoon.” He held out his hand. “My pregnant wife needs her rest.”

      They said their goodbyes and walked hand in hand back to the cabin. The stars were out, brilliant in the black sky. As they were about to reach the cabin, one star twinkled especially brightly. Almost like a wink. Her parents. Up there watching. Always there. They never left her. Now she would be a mother and she would pass all that love from them and from Maddie on to her own child.

      She took one last look before following Jed into the cabin on the first day of the new year and the rest of her life.

      Second chances and miracles were all around if one had a brave heart and open eyes. “Thank you for mine,” she said silently to God, her parents, Maddie, her sisters.

      She wrapped her arms around Jed’s neck and nestled close. They swayed together to the music of their heartbeats.

      “You and me and baby makes three,” Jed whispered into her hair.

      She didn’t answer. What more could she say than that? All her dreams had come true. She snuggled closer, holding on to her anchor, her partner, the father of her child. Savor every moment. Every sweet second. Make memories.
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      I hope you enjoyed the story of the almost called-off marriage between Alissa and Jed. Eight months after the wedding, they had a baby boy. None of the sisters or Mom could believe it since they’d been a family of all girls for so long. But they soon got over their shock and proceeded to spoil baby Nicholas as if it were Christmas all year long.

      Have you read all of the other stories in this series? They’re all right here to download. We thank you kindly for being on this journey with us. May the spirit of Christmas be with you always.

      Don’t miss the other books in SOUL SISTERS AT CEDAR MOUNTAIN LODGE.

      I hope you enjoy these stories for the holidays and all year round. If so, be sure and share the news with your friends. Have a wonderful holiday season!

      Below are all the books. They make wonderful gifts!

      Book 1: Christmas Sisters – Prologue book

      Book 2: Christmas Kisses by Judith Keim

      Book 3: Christmas Wishes by Tammy L. Grace

      Book 4: Christmas Hope by Violet Howe

      Book 5: Christmas Dreams by Ev Bishop

      Book 6: Christmas Rings by Tess Thompson 
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      Traded: Brody and Kara

      Deleted: Jackson and Maggie

      Jaded: Zane and Honor

      Marred: Kyle and Violet

      Tainted: Lance and Mary

      Cliffside Bay Christmas, The Season of Cats and Babies (Cliffside Bay Novella to be read after Tainted)

      Missed: Rafael and Lisa

      Cliffside Bay Christmas Wedding (Cliffside Bay Novella to be read after Missed)

      Healed: Stone and Pepper

      Chateau Wedding (Cliffside Bay Novella to be read after Healed)

      Scarred: Trey and Autumn

      Jilted: Nico and Sophie

      Kissed (Cliffside Bay Novella to be read after Jilted)

      Departed: David and Sara

      Cliffside Bay Bundle, Books 1,2,3

      

      BLUE MOUNTAIN SERIES

      

      Blue Mountain Bundle, Books 1,2,3

      Blue Midnight

      Blue Moon

      Blue Ink

      Blue String

      

      EMERSON PASS

      

      The School Mistress of Emerson Pass

      The Sugar Queen of Emerson Pass

      

      RIVER VALLEY

      

      Riversong

      Riverbend

      Riverstar

      Riversnow

      Riverstorm

      Tommy's Wish

      River Valley Bundle, Books 1-4

      

      LEGLEY BAY

      

      Caramel and Magnolias

      Tea and Primroses

      

      STANDALONES

      

      The Santa Trial

      Duet for Three Hands

      Miller's Secret
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      Tess Thompson Romance...hometowns and heartstrings.

      

      USA Today Bestselling author Tess Thompson writes small-town romances and historical romance. She started her writing career in fourth grade when she wrote a story about an orphan who opened a pizza restaurant. Oddly enough, her first novel, "Riversong" is about an adult orphan who opens a restaurant. Clearly, she's been obsessed with food and words for a long time now.

      With a degree from the University of Southern California in theatre, she’s spent her adult life studying story, word craft, and character. Since 2011, she’s published 25 novels and 6 novellas. Most days she spends at her desk chasing her daily word count or rewriting a terrible first draft.

      She currently lives in a suburb of Seattle, Washington with her husband, the hero of her own love story, and their Brady Bunch clan of two sons, two daughters and five cats. Yes, that's four kids and five cats.

      Tess loves to hear from you. Drop her a line at tess@tthompsonwrites.com or visit her website at https://tesswrites.com/
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"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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