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Dedication



To all of my friends and family who support me every day. 







 


 

Dear Diary;

The Beginning


I’m finished. With gentle fingers, Heidi stitched the final bead to my over-lace. My silken satin trembled at the knowledge. From that moment on, I would be known as—Bella, a Heidi by Design creation.


Brides came from all over the world to the Manhattan show room to see Heidi’s designs. Tomorrow I would be showcased center stage draped over the coveted black headless dress mannequin. 


It would be my day.


What would my bride be like? Would she be gentle and soft like Heidi? Would she be feisty and brash like the office manager who gave orders to one and all?


“Okay, my girl.” Heidi’s voice whispered softly over my Alencon lace causing a shiver to ripple my ribbons. “Are you ready for tomorrow?”

I’d been nervous since she first took her scissors to the heavy smooth fabric with the high sheen. Oh my, was I ready? 

The satin that now lay perfect under the flawless ivory lace, shot with silk ribbons. I wished I could have answered with a resounding ‘yes.’ 


She carefully carried me, yards of material that comprised my chapel train, draped over her arm. When she reached the raised pedestal with the coveted fabric mannequin, she held me high and let my satin slither over until I clung to it. 


Any girl wearing me, Bella, would be the most beautiful bride in the world. 


Heidi stepped back and clapped her hands. “Girls, this is Bella. Tomorrow is her day.” She waltzed around the room, as was her way, touching some of my sisters reverently on the sleeve or the train. Heidi’s love shimmered over all of us. 


“Remember always, each of you have your soul mate. Your perfect match, just like your bride has her perfect match. When the three of you come together, it will be magical. You will all live happily ever after.”


Heidi clapped her hands again, this time in glee. She loved when she finished a creation.

“Just like in a fairy tale, I’m so lucky!” She walked to the door with her finger on the light switch and glanced back at us. “All of you are special, remember that.”


Darkness descended. Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock the sounds of time marching toward the hour when the salon would open made it seem to take forever. Anticipation ruffled my lace and crinkled over my bolero. 


Finally, light filtered through the window as the sun climbed over the towering buildings of Manhattan. Heidi’s staff prepared for the day with their morning ritual. I had witnessed this several times during my creation. This would be my first experience from the showroom. The smell of coffee beans brewing in the pot tickled my beads. 


Then it was time. The lights came on. Heidi tapped her hands to her sides. “Everyone ready?”


A chorus of the assistants’ ‘yeses’ drifted over the salon as our designer twisted the lock with a click. 

The OPEN sign blazed on. 

The bell tinkled above the door heralding the first customer. My fabric clutched to the dress dummy as I waited in expectation. A young woman trailed two older women into the salon. The mother of the bride, and the mother of the groom, I presumed. Those two definitely looked happy. 

Dark hair flowed down the slim woman’s back who strolled around the salon studying the elegant displays. Then she swung around, her attention full on me.

I waited for the magical zing. The one Heidi had promised my soul mate would cause to go through me. 

Disappointment tightened the edging along my neckline. This bride-to-be was not my soul mate. Her expression was downright sour. I wanted to crinkle up and hide. Her interest in me held as her long legged strides brought her to the pedestal. 

 The happily chirping older ladies followed in her wake. I tried to keep my focus on the bride, as the three circled like running stitches around a hem. By then the young woman was behind me. 

“This dress will do. Attendant, take it to a dressing room for me.” If it weren’t for the sarcasm dripping from her tone, I would have thought her voice quite pleasant. 

No, this was one fed-up bride-to-be. I wanted nothing to do with her. My under silk cringed. 

“My dear, Cecelia, don’t you want to look around a little more first?” The taller of the trailers responded. 

“No, Mother I do not. I have things to do today, let’s get this mockery over.” The tap, tap, tap of her toe echoed her impatience as she waited for Darlee, Heidi’s assistant, to remove my fabric from the dress model. 

“Cecelia, I know you’re busy at the firm but Chandler can handle things for a little while.” The lady with hair the color of ugly yellow thread frowned in Cecelia’s direction. If I hadn’t been occupied with Darlee, my silk lining would have quaked. “You know my son wants you to have only the best.”

“Mother Evans…” Cecelia sneered, one-degree cooler in her response. “Heidi by Design is the best.”

Cecelia followed Darlee into gallery five, my satin cradled and protected in her arms. I could tell she was afraid to let me anywhere near the angry woman.  

I marveled that Cecelia didn’t rip her clothes as she tore them from her body in order to try me on. Darlee helped guide my satin down over her shoulders, draping elegantly around her hips. Cecelia turned to regard herself in the mirror. 

Her body stilled, and moisture glistened in her eyes. The tight, angry lines smoothed around her forehead and mouth. Her carriage softened when she saw herself with me draped over her body.

Disappointment hammered my bodice. I fit her as if I’d been made for her. Perfection. Calm slid over my lace. Yet I felt nothing. Where was the magic? 

I wondered what was going to happen to me? 

The door swung open, I saw the reflection of mother Evans and the bride’s mother. Skidding to a halt, they gasped in unison. 

“Beautiful, it’s the perfect dress. I should have known you’d pick the right one the first time,” her mother said.

Frustration gripped me at the intrusion.

Cecelia’s body stiffened. Her face scrunched, again, into a scowl. Heat rippled over her skin singing my silk, so intense I feared spontaneous combustion.

“I…” her chest expanded, as she inhaled to the point my bodice seams were in jeopardy of splitting open. “Do not care what I look like.”

I could see Darlee behind the bride. She was in the process of pinning the back of me. At Cecelia’s movement, the assistant’s eyes widened and her finger rose to her mouth. She must have stuck herself with a pin. Darlee was a pro though and I knew not a drop of blood would mar my silky fabric. If I could have talked, I would have told her how proud I was of her. 

Because these three ladies, if you could call them that, were scaring the bejesus out of me.








Chapter One




Cecelia Wilson took a deep breath as she gazed at herself in the mirror. Bella, Heidi named all of her creations, was exquisite and under happier circumstances she would have loved the dress on sight. 


Bella represented everything right with the world, which emphasized everything wrong with hers. Starting with the fact, she had to marry a man she didn’t love. Not to mention her family loved the law firm more than their own daughter. Her parents didn’t give a rat’s ass about her happiness. If she took the time, she was sure there would be much more she could add to the list. 


The sooner she got this charade over with, the better. 


Good God, it wasn’t the dark ages. Marriage contracts and everything that went along with them had gone out of style over a century ago. Her parents couldn’t legally force her to marry. 

If it weren’t for the contract.

Both families had signed the document. She’d researched the wording until her eyes had crossed with fatigue. Unfortunately, the text was legally binding. If she didn’t marry Chandler, they would both lose their inheritance and be fired from the firm. Cecelia wouldn’t put it past her father to have her blackballed from every reputable firm where she would try to find employment. 

If she chose not to honor the contract, that is.

At the thought, a band tightened around her chest. If she were the only one to suffer the consequences, it would be a lot easier to make a decision.  

A slow burn nestled in the pit of her stomach. If she were honest if only to herself, she would admit that the main reason she was letting herself be forced into the union was her father. Would he finally love and respect her? Or would she still be a possession to him? Something her father could use to gain power for the almighty firm. 

When she was younger, she’d dreamt of her father walking her down the aisle, he’s face wreathed in a proud smile. Love shining through for her big day. A sigh came from the depth of her lost soul. She wasn’t a daughter but a commodity, one that could bring another addition, the prestigious Evans name, to the firm. And Chandler’s family money would be a big bonus.

Cecelia was seriously considering her options. If only she hadn’t been born a Wilson. How different her life would be. Looking to the ceiling for a moment an idea filtered over her… that’s it. She could always change her name. 

She turned so the assistant could help her out of the beautiful gown. A second sigh escaped before she could prevent it, she’d have to go through with their parent’s plans.  

She mentally shrugged, what choice did she have? Chandler didn’t seem to care. There were always rumors about him at the firm and his latest flavor of the month. He’d probably continue to live his life as always.

Fast cars. Fast women. She really didn’t want to know what else. The iron vise squeezed tighter forcing the breath from her lungs; she tried to suck in some air. Dots danced before her eyes, she blinked to focus. Her ears tinkled as if they had little bells hanging from their lobes. 

She and Chandler were both in the same position. She couldn’t judge him harshly. If it weren’t for the contract they’d probably be good friends.

Damn it, he wasn’t expected to produce the heir to the Wilson-Evans throne. At least they, the four parents, were gracious enough to allow her to hyphenate her name. 

Well give them a freakin’ lollipop for their generosity. 

She was finally able to breathe in some much needed air as the band came loose and dropped away. 

“Miss, are you all right?” 

Cecelia’s eyes focused on the assistant; Darla, Darling, something or other, and realized she’d been off in her own little world. She now stood in her bra and panties.

“I’m sorry, Dar…”

“It’s Darlee.”

“Darlee, really I’m fine, thank you. I can get dressed. I’ll take Bella. My mother has all the details of where you should send her.”

The girl paused as if wanting to say something. 

Cecelia waited.

Darlee’s shoulder lifted in a slight shrug, and then she turned and left with the ivory lace over white silk cradled in her arms as if she protected a small child. 

How would it feel to be loved and treasured like that?



The ride to Park Avenue was anything but peaceful, Cecelia’s mother and Chandler’s mother yakkety-yaked a mile a minute. By the time they dropped her at the firm, Cecelia’s head danced to the tune of their drummers and she was sure the beat would go nicely with a little AC/DC.

The elevator emptied before she entered and she had the car to herself. She used the short ride to the top floor offices to her advantage. Her eyelids dropped. She inhaled a deep cleansing breath, counted and exhaled. The doors slid open and she stepped into the plush offices of Wilson and Evans. At least she was fortified for the moment.

She asked for her messages from the receptionist. Then hurried to her office hoping no one would stop her. 

Luck was not with her.

“Cecie, hold up.” 

Cecelia stilled, and glanced over her shoulder at her fiancé. A viselike force gripped her chest, again. “Chandler, can we take it to my office?”

Without waiting, she continued on the way to her corner office. By the time he entered, she’d dropped her briefcase on the desk and hung her suit jacket on the rack.

Cecelia settled into her chair, snapped open her case, took out the disclosures she needed and laid them on the desk. 

Chandler still stood at the front of her desk. 

His intense gaze burned the top of her head. Sucking air into her lungs she glanced up, “What?” 

He raised that blond brow of his, irritating the hell out of her. “Mind if I sit…” ended with a mocking, “Dear.” 

All the energy drained from her body, it was a surprise she wasn’t in a puddle under her desk. “Can we not do this today Chandler? I’m already behind on my discoveries.” 

“I just want to know how the dress hunting went. Did Mother make you get the gaudiest creation she could find?” 

The humor in his voice reminded her how charming he could be if he put his mind to it. Even so, could she wake up every morning and sit across the breakfast table from him? A tremor rushed over her skin. 

No, she could not face the life she pictured. Even if, after marriage, they found a common ground to form a friendship she wouldn’t be happy. He didn’t love her. She sure as hell didn’t love him.

She pushed away from her desk and swiveled her chair to regard the Manhattan skyline. “Chand? Do you really want to marry me?”

Silence answered her question. She spun to face him.

His expression unreadable. He shoved to his feet, made his way around until he could lean a hip on the desk. He bent over to place a kiss against her forehead.

He straightened then gave her his sassy grin. “You’re not half-bad to look at. I’m sure we’ll do fine in the sack.”

A gasp wrenched up from her center, her hand raised then dropped when she saw his expression had sobered. “You’re joking Chandler and I’m not in the mood. I’m serious.”

He shrugged before returning to the seat across from her. Chandler’s gaze focused on the window behind her for a considerable amount of time before his attention came to rest on her.

Cecelia’s sadness in her heart mirrored the sorrow in his eyes. “There’s a contract and it’s the grand Wilson-Evans plan. We’re lawyers; we both know its binding.”

“You’re willing to sacrifice your happiness for the firm? Or are you planning to follow the example of our fathers?” 

A deep rosy hue filtered over his cheeks telling her more than words could, she had guessed correctly. He planned to carry on as usual. That didn’t make him a bad person. He’d been dealt the same hand she had. 

“You make me sound shallow.”

She settled into her chair and folded her arms over her chest. “Would you mind if I did the same?”

Shock replaced the embarrassment from moments ago. She held in the laugh, because it wasn’t a joke. They had to have this discussion. Both their lives and happiness depended on it. 

He’d scooted to the edge of his chair. He must have realized her intent of placing him in her shoes. “Point taken, even in the twenty-first century the rules can be different for a woman. What do you want to do?”

She swung back to the New York view to think. Not wanting to watch his expressive face, her guilt may make her confess. Even if he didn’t want to marry her, he may try to stop the plan that had begun formulating in her mind.

“You never answered the question. Do you want to marry me, Cecelia, not the firm or the great legacy of Wilson-Evans? Do you want to marry me because you love me?”

Keeping her view of the tall concrete jungle that made up New York, she waited for him to answer. There was only one to give her. Still, she wanted him to put it into words.

“Cecie, I care for you. I’ve grown up with the knowledge you’d be my wife. I haven’t allowed myself to become involved with another woman, emotionally, because of that fact. Do I love you?” 

His pause was so long, she whirled the chair to face him. In the pit of her stomach, a small fire ignited. Could she share her thoughts? No, in the end it would be better if he didn’t have any part of whatever she devised. 

Though now more than ever she knew they could not marry. 

Lost in her thoughts, his quiet answer startled her. 

“No.” He stood and walked to the door. He waited there as if he knew she had more to say. 

“Well I love you.” She smiled. 

“You do?” he asked. The look of horror on his face was almost funny. She didn’t laugh.

“Yes I do. You were the brother I never had,” she said.

“You had me worried. I feel the same, sis.” Again, his grin scampered over his handsome features.

“Someday I hope we’re good friends.” He gave her a quizzing look so Cecelia continued before he figured out a germ of a plan was growing. “Chandler we have less than a week before the wedding. I suggest we both pour over the contract once more looking for loopholes.” 

She was surprised at the devilish smirk. “Believe me, Cecie, I intend too.” He pulled the door opened, glanced over his shoulder to toss the words as he left. “Cecie, I think we’d make great friends.”

Cecelia sat as motionless as a statue staring at the closed door. 

What was she going to do? 

She couldn’t marry him.  

No. She would not marry him. He deserved better.

Guilt washed over her. She wasn’t a bad person either. She just wanted what every other girl wanted. An image of her reflection, when she had been dressed all in white, flitted crossed her mind.   

Love. Happiness. 

Money and a place in the almighty Wilson and Evans firm was not happiness. 

Her head dropped to her desk. “What the hell am I going to do?”  

When she straightened, the open file on her desk seemed to mock her. She had to read the discovery. A least she could lose herself in work for an hour or two.

*****


The strike of Cecelia’s heels echoed on the sidewalk. Glancing at her watch she was pleased to see she’d only be a few minutes late to meet her friends, her co-conspirators, or they would be by the end of the evening.  


Music slammed her the moment she stepped into Charlie’s, their favorite bar. Exactly the medicine she needed. A few drinks with the girls in a fun environment. Except not conducive to conversation and that was what she needed more than a girl’s night.


After her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, she found her friends, front and center. That wouldn’t do. 


Raising a hand in greeting to the bartender, Jake, she weaved her way until she stopped by their table. She waited for one of them to notice. 


“Hey it’s the bride-to-be,” Rae squawked over the band. “Sit.”


“We need to talk.” Cecelia mouthed then motioned toward a table in the far corner, away from the hustle and noise. Knowing Rae, with her usual competence, would rally the others to follow. Spinning around, she marched toward the booth she’d indicated and slid in to the middle. Her friends joined her, two on each side.


Skye’s brow rose quizzically. “What’s up?” 


Cecelia waved her hand around her ear, “I can’t hear.” The last word echoed over the suddenly quiet bar. 


Warmth curled up her chest and over her face. The band had managed to end their song as she shouted. At least now, that the group had decided to take a break, they could talk.

Skye grinned, then nodded across the table at Fanny and Joy, tilted her head in Rae’s direction and continued. “We thought you wanted to celebrate with your BFFs before the formal bachelorette party.”


“No, not celebrate. I need to conspire with my Best Friends Forever before this farce goes any further.” Their questioning looks prompted her announcement. “I’m not marrying Chandler.”


Rae lifted her cocktail. “To Cecie, she found a loop hole, woohoo.” 


“If I found one I wouldn’t need my friends to cover my back.” Cecelia raised her wine and clicked the glass to Rae’s all the same.

Then Skye lifted her drink to click. “I’ll cover your ass any day girlfriend.”

Joy tossed a glare in Skye’s direction, and then covered Cecelia’s other hand on the table with hers. “Of course, we’re BFFs. You need our help. What can we do?”


Cecelia took a deep breath. She was really going to do it. She was going to defy the great Broderick Wilson. 


Her Father.


Did she have the courage? She looked around the table at her friends. They had been close since grade school. All coming from different backgrounds but somehow they’d ended up best friends.


Fanny, the other attorney in the pack, spoke up for the first time. “Remember when our friendship started?” She laughed. “First day of sixth grade, I’d just moved in. Cecie you dared me to steal Mr. Farris’s chewing tobacco out of his desk. You promised you’d be my new friend. I did. After school, you introduced me to your friends. We tried the awful stuff and made a pact to tell no one. Then we were sick for a week!”


“Yeah, well no one told us we weren’t supposed to swallow the shit,” Skye injected dryly. 


Joy’s giggle matched her name perfectly. “Friends who throw-up together are friends for life.” 


Skye tilted her head encouragingly. “The pact holds. Cecie tell us what you need. Nothing will leave this table. Whatever you have up your sleeve better not make us heave up a lung.”


After a chorus of agreeing, punctuated with a click of their glasses Cecelia asked, “Ready?”


“Got your back always,” her friends chorused. It had been so, since the tobacco incident. Cecelia had never questioned why a small incident had forged such a bond. Through the years, she’d always been grateful for it.


“Here goes.” Cecelia grinned at her lifelong friends. 


“Wait a minute.” Joy leaned over the table as much as she could from a sitting position. “I thought if you didn’t go through with the wedding, your father would fire you from the firm and disinherit you.”


Cecelia sipped her wine, then set it on the table with a snap. “All true.”


“Damn. You lose everything, are you sure you want to do this Cecie?” Skye asked.


Did she? 


“Yes. I lose more than everything if I marry Chandler. I lose control, freedom to be happy, and my own identity. If I marry him, I will no longer be Cecelia Wilson. I’ll be Mrs. Chandler Evans.  He’ll always be the senior partner. It’s the way of Wilson and Evans. The only thing I won’t lose is the money and my position at the firm.”


Fanny shook her head, then sipped her drink. “It’s all so archaic.”


“Yes, and I don’t want to live like that, and neither does Chandler.” Cecelia stared out over the other customers. People milled around the dance floor waiting for the musicians. People who could choose what their life path would be and live on their own terms. She was about to become one of them.  


It felt good to be doing something, instead of brooding. A flash of Bella with her twinkling beads flashed through her mind. 

If only…

“…wondered,” Rae said.

“What, I’m sorry I didn’t hear what you asked.” Cecelia swallowed down her musings and brought her attention back to her friends.

Rae smiled, reached over and laid a hand over Cecelia’s. “I’ve always wondered why you were agreeable to such a sham. You’ve always been strong willed and known where you’re going with your career. Confident, everything I’ve always admired in a person. So why did you agree in the first place.” 

How to answer? She regarded her four friends. These four women were the only people on earth who would understand the true reason.

“You were hoping for Broderick’s approval, weren’t you?” Skye raised a brow. She’d probably known the answer before Cecelia had figured it out.

“It took me awhile to figure out why I’d actually agreed in the first place.”

Joy sighed and shook her head. “Sweetie, you know you can tell us. Why don’t you get it off your chest?” She placed a hand on top of Rae’s. 

Skye and Fanny placed their hands to join the others. They were a solid wall of support. Cecelia blinked back tears; she needed to hear the words herself. Somehow, that would give her permission to go through with her plan. 

“At first, it was just a matter of…” She wiped at her eyes with a cocktail napkin. She needed to stop blubbering. “…just something I’d grown up with. You know? Then I had my first crush. And I was devastated because when he asked me to go to the dance Broderick forbade me to go.” 

Skye gave a half cough, half humph with a nod of her head to continue. 

“I believe that was when I began to fully understand what my parents expected of me. Still I wasn’t that upset I couldn’t go to the dance. Mostly it was that Broderick didn’t even want to meet the young man. Just ‘No’. But it wasn’t until law school that it smacked me upside the head.” With her free hand, she chugged a bit of wine. Not very lady like but she wasn’t feeling the part. 

“Go on, I want to know why after law school you still agreed.” Fanny as the other attorney in the group wanted to know. 


“Because I read the contract and I convinced myself that I didn’t have a choice.” 

“Convinced yourself? That sounds like you had another reason,” Rae said. 

Their hands still joined in the center of the table. Cecelia found the strength to continue.  

Before she had a chance, Joy asked. “You weren’t falling for Chandler, were you?”

“God no. As I told him earlier today, I love him like a brother. Besides, he doesn’t love me either.”

“Then what?” Rae asked again.

Cecelia answered with a question. “What did you dream of when you were a little girl?”

“Hot boys.” Skye promptly threw out her answer.

Cecelia gave a short laugh. “You would. Didn’t you ever want to marry any of those hot boys?”

Skye gave an exaggerated shudder. “My turn to say God no.”

Her hand at the bottom of the pile was starting to feel uncomfortable, if emotionally comforting. She knew they were there for her. Cecelia leaned back gently pulling her hand out and signaled the waitress in one motion. “Another round please?” 

All her friends leaned back and settled in to listen to the rest of her tale. Of course, they waited for fresh drinks. She smiled inwardly. Some things would never change.

“Well go on.” Joy demanded after she’d taken her first sip of her pink something or other.

“I remembered as a little girl, dreaming of my wedding day. I don’t remember the groom. I don’t think I ever dreamt of one because it’s always been planned. But I remember my father.”

Fanny raised a brow. “I think this is the first time I’ve heard you say my father instead of Broderick.”

True, he was Broderick, not her father. “In my dream he was my father. I was his precious little girl. Even though I was a grown woman by then,” Cecelia said. She took a quick sip to compose herself so her voice wouldn’t quiver when she continued. “He’d extend his elbow and I’d place my hand in the crook of it. The wedding march would sound and he’d whisper, ‘Are you ready, princess? Your prince is waiting.’ And I would smile at him through my happy tears and nod. And then I’d wake up. My pillow drenched, my face covered in tears. And as the years passed and I’d have the same dream, eventually I’d wake and I’d feel as if I’d been in a nightmare because the dream was something I wanted almost more than I could breathe, and knew it would never happen.” A tear splashed on her hand, she hadn’t even realized she’d was crying. 

All four reached for her hand at the same time. Again, the solid wall of support surrounded her. She leaned her head on Skye’s shoulder for a moment while she pulled herself together. 

Sucking in a gallon of air she straightened, she needed to finish so she could share her plan. 

“Cecie, what happened in law school that changed?” Joy asked, patting her hand before she released it and took a sip. 

“I knew Chandler dated other women, I wasn’t jealous. However, I figured I could do the same. Oh, not so.”

“Broderick?” Skye asked.

“Yes, apparently I was carefully watched. After all the great Broderick Wilson couldn’t deliver tarnished goods to the Evans prized son, now could he? I had met a guy and we went for coffee after one of my classes. He asked me to go out on the weekend and I said sure.”

“And? Don’t keep us in suspense.” Fanny leaned in as if she hung on each word.  

“I have to take a breath now and then you know,” Cecelia joked. “I still don’t know how Broderick’s watch dog knew what day my date was for, but I have never been so humiliated in my life. There was a knock on my door and of course I thought it was my date a few minutes early. But no it wasn’t. I’d never seen the man before and I almost didn’t open the door. But he was in a business suit, and looked respectable. I opened up and asked if I could help him. He said that Mr. Wilson had sent him. I raised a brow and waited for him to continue. 

“I remember the words as if it were yesterday. ‘Cecelia Wilson, you will not go out with that young man tonight. You are not allowed to see other men. Chandler would be very disappointed as I’m sure you know, I am at this moment.’ Then the guy turned and stood in front of my door. Like an armed guard. Yes, he had a gun.” 

“Did he stay there?” Joy asked.

“Bastard.” Skye shot back the rest of her tequila. 

“Did your date show up?” Rae added her question in. Only Fanny refrained.

“Yes, he did stay. And yes, my date showed up and was not allowed past my bodyguard. He never spoke to me again. I don’t know what he was told.”

“So that’s why you agreed to the contract?” Fanny finally spoke. 

“No, that is when I first realized that no amount of dreaming would bring Broderick to his senses and be the father I’d always wanted. And that’s when I convinced myself I didn’t have a choice. One of Broderick’s watchdogs would always be there to make sure I did what was dictated. Since then he’s let up on his vigilance, or this would never work. I thought I’d reconciled myself to my life sentence...” Cecelia had never put into words her emotions. It felt good. “…marriage to Chandler. Then I saw a glimpse of the fairytale when I picked out my dress.” The weight flew off her shoulders. Her four best friends knew how she felt. Even her mother had never cared to ask.  
 
“What are you going to do?” Rae Asked.


“I’m going to tell all of you how you can help.”


“Name it.” Rae pulled her purse open and pulled out a pencil and paper from the compartment. “Where do you want to start?”

Fanny raised her hand, her tone matter-of-fact. “Wait one minute. I thought your accounts would be frozen if you didn’t marry Chandler. How are you going to live?”

“You’re an attorney. How did you start out?” Cecelia wanted to make a point to the others.

“Not like you, I didn’t have a cushy job at a law firm when I finished school.” Fanny’s tone didn’t reflect any envy, just reality. Then her gaze narrowed.

“Don’t look frightened. I don’t plan to horn in on your practice. You’ve worked too hard to stand on your own.” Cecelia flashed a quick grin. “And I value our friendship too much.”

Rae sipped from her cocktail glass, staring at her over the rim. “You’re going to live on the streets while you build a practice?”

“Ha, Ha. I have money in the bank. It’s not like I’m broke.” 

“Isn’t your father going to be watching your accounts for withdrawals before the wedding?” Skye removed her attention from some guy’s butt long enough to ask. 

“Probably.”

Joy’s words came out soft, full of worry. “So what are you going to do?”

“Clean out my bank account the day before my wedding on my way to the rehearsal dinner. And then we’ll celebrate as if everything is perfect.” 








Dear Diary;

My Bride


From inside my garment bag, I could tell I’d been hung on a hook from the closet door. I must be in my angry bride’s room.


The scrape at the door, then a squeak as it opened, alerted me. My bride was home.


I could barely make out her silhouette through the plastic.


A click filled the air an instant before a light flashed on. She made her way over to me only to stop and reach out a hand to unzip the bag. The dark-haired girl swayed, blinked then focused. Once she freed me of my confines, she stared. My bodice burned from the intensity of her look.


“My dear…” She hiccupped and giggled then she plopped down on the edge of her bed. “…Bella. You are a beauty. Too bad I’ll never get to wear you. Besides, you deserve to be worn on a happy occasion.”


What was she talking about? 

Then her eyes widened, her hand flew to her mouth, she glanced around the room. I wondered if she thought someone else was there to overhear. 


No one had entered since her mother had carefully hung me on the rack. I knew we were alone.

Cecelia leaned forward. “Don’t tell anyone, it’s our little secret. Okay?” She crawled into her bed, reached and flicked off the light and the room darkened.

I heard a soft chuckle. Premonition ruffled my lace. 

Whatever she’d been talking about couldn’t be good. I waited. I wanted to know what she was planning. If she wasn’t going to wear me, then who would? Why did she pick me?


How I wished the magic Heidi had always told us about was real and I could speak. Then I could shout my questions to the girl who now lay snoring gently.


I sighed, there would be no more information. 


Again, I found myself listening to the clock tick the seconds off. Waiting for the light gradually to seep through the slats of the blinds as dawn crested over Manhattan.


If Cecelia isn’t my soul mate, then what is my purpose? Must I do something in order to earn my right to my perfect bride?


My non-bride stirred on the bed. A miserable groan rent the air. The poor girl must be sick. She struggled to sit up, her head hung, her arms bent at the elbows braced on her knees. 


“Oh…my…God… Why did I mix wine with the hard stuff.” 


She bolted to her feet. My silk chilled as she brushed by me and disappeared into another room. Seconds after the door shut, I heard a strange sound. 


What the scrap was wrong with her? 


My only experience with people was Heidi and her assistants. They never acted like Cecelia. 


Fear ripped down my zipper. 


I heard the water turn on, then a few moments later she stumbled back into the bedroom in her robe. Hair plastered to her forehead, her skin looked like gray cotton. 


She turned to glare at me as if whatever ailed her was my fault. I wanted to roll up my silk and lace into a tight ball, then hide from her stare. 


As she yanked clothes out of her closet, she kept up a running commentary as she dressed. 


“This plan had better work.” She glanced over her shoulder at me. 


I still hadn’t figured out why she continually thought someone was in the room. Then it dawned. She was talking to me, not to herself, just like Heidi used to. 


“I refuse to let my father ruin my life.” She pointed at me as if emphasizing a point. “I’ll show dear old Dad. Chandler won’t care and will thank me when the dust settles. Well maybe not, especially if Broderick actually fires him.”

Once her clothes lay on the bed, she disappeared into the room she’d gone to earlier. She returned a few minutes later and continued without interruption. “I can’t worry about Chandler.” She faced me and I could see tears shimmer in her eyes. “Bella, I’ve known Chandler all my life. I know neither one of us will be happy if we marry. I have to think of the big picture, for both of us. And that’s not being Mrs. Chandler Evans.”


Now I knew why there was no magic, no zip over my beads, mostly, why Cecelia Wilson was not my soul mate. 


Cecelia didn’t want to have a wedding.








Chapter Two




Water, hot enough to scald, cascaded down Cecelia’s back. The sting felt good. It countered the drummers parading around in her head. 

At least Rae had taken notes or she probably wouldn’t remember a thing. Her efficient friend had given each one of them their assignments before they’d left Charlie’s last night. Alone, the note pages would reveal nothing. Only the five assignments together would give away the plan.  


Since they’d become adults, they’d thought their scheming days over. Granted, they had been. Until last night. 

After toweling off, she quickly applied a little heavier makeup than usual to hide the “morning-after” look, and returned to her room to dress. There was no time to waste. The minutes seemed to accelerate toward the time she’d be expected to put on the magnificent designer gown. 

The beautiful lace seemed to quiver in the sunlight accusingly. 

A shiver ran down her spine. 

Ridiculous, a dress couldn’t feel anything.

Shoving down any lingering guilt about what she was about to do. She grabbed her briefcase and left her room.

All had to be in place before the rehearsal dinner. 

No one could suspect.

It would be nice to live on her own, except for college she’d always stayed in her rooms at her parents. She had an office, bedroom and a separate room for entertaining. It was a bit confining. Since her life had been mapped out for her, it hadn’t seemed necessary to spend money on a separate residence when she had everything at home.

Now she was glad of her decision. As a result, she had a healthy bank account. 

All the better to start her new life. 

“Good morning, dear.” Her mother sat in her usual place sipping her cup of tea while reading the paper. Her mother favored fancy English tea. 

Nothing but the best for the Wilsons’. 

“Good morning, Mother.” 

Taking a bottle of Tylenol out of the cupboard she popped three extra-strength into her mouth and downed them with water. She needed a brain free of jungle drums for the rest of the week. Who knew how hard starting a new life would be?

“Something wrong? You’re rather quiet.” Her mother barely lifted her eyes from her article. 

What had she expected, motherly concern? 

“No, a headache is all.”

“Mm… So what are you doing today? Have you called the florist?”

Talking a deep breath, Cecelia counted to ten. Her mother had a one tracked mind. 

Marry her daughter off to the Evans heir. Then her life’s mission would be complete. The woman could do whatever her heart desired. Cecelia had always known her mother counted the minutes since the day she was born, for this moment. 

Then Sandra Wilson could travel. Ignore her husband and daughter because she’d filled her obligation to the contract.

Yes, her mother and father had married per contract also. Hadn’t Cecelia heard a gazillion times, as she grew up, about how well their union had worked. Cecelia and Chandler’s would be just as successful. 

Over the years she’d noticed that not once was happiness mentioned.

An arrangement made in hell was not for her. 

A new resolve entered her. She would take control of her life for the first time in her twenty-nine years.

It was up to her to find her own contentment. 

“Yes, Mother, I called the florist.” Her first lie was out. Hadn’t they hired the florist because, like everything else, they were the best? They didn’t need her to call, she had more important things to do. “I’m going to take my coffee on the run this morning, Mother. I don’t want to be late.”

Without a glance, her mother nodded. “Mm…”

Nothing had changed. 

Spring had sprung over New York City. The air had freshness to it—if you ignored all the blaring horns and exhaust from the taxis—that matched her mood. 

Even the offices of Wilson and Evans seemed to have a lightened mood. Maybe it was just her. The pressure of her upcoming marriage lifted.

The thought of adventure had replaced her dread. 

“Any messages?” Cecelia sang her question to the receptionist. 

“Just one, from a Ms. Change.” The girl’s brow wrinkled as if in wonder at the strange name. Maybe it was Cecelia’s singsong voice. 

Cecelia snagged the message out of her fingers with a grin. “Thanks.”

Her process began. Fanny had the name change assignment. Cecelia had a vague idea of what it involved. Because security at the firm monitored internet activity, she hadn’t dared investigate anything. 

She’d been so vocal in her opposition to her wedding, she wouldn’t put it past her father to also monitor the home network. 

Hence, the reason she had her friends guarding her back. Or as Skye would say, her ass.

She made it to her office without anyone stopping her, such as her future intended. She planned to avoid him like the plague until the rehearsal dinner. At which time, she’d be celebrating new beginnings. 

Let them all assume she meant to accept her new life as Mrs. Chandler Evans. 

She squashed the guilt that surfaced, if only she could break the band that seemed to tighten whenever she thought of Chandler. He would find someone who loved him. She just needed to remind herself of that whenever the vise threatened and remorse tried to rear its ugly head.

After taking a deep breath, she settled more comfortably at her desk and deciphered Fanny’s message. 

Holy shit!

She swiveled her chair to stare at the clock above the window. What was Fanny thinking? Cecelia had ten minutes to get to Java Cup by Rockefeller Center. The firm was at 390 Park Avenue. It was doable. She glanced down at her three-inch heels. Maybe. 

Oh hell, this was part of the adventure. 

She grabbed her purse then bee-lined to the elevator. Please God, let no one stop her. 

“I won’t be available for an hour,” she tossed to the receptionist and slipped inside as the doors slid shut.

Was foot traffic always this dense? Or was it just her urgency that made it seem so? 

Almost there, she could see The Top of the Rock Observation deck, well not literally. However, she was close enough to see the building.  

Fanny was not a patient person. If Cecelia was too late, she’d miss her. 

Only one minute passed the appointment time, she pulled the double glass door open of Java Cup. Fanny sat in a corner booth, Cecelia’s favorite low fat vanilla latte waiting. 

God bless her.

She slid onto the opposite chair. Not wanting to waste time with chit-chat. “What do I need to do?”

“It’s not hard, except it won’t be done by the wedding.” Fanny slid a paper across the table to her. 

“What’s this?”

“The petition, it’s straight forward. I filled out everything or as much as I could.”

Cecelia read the document over and frowned. Fanny had answered question number ten: of grounds for application as “not fulfilling the marriage contract”. 

When she didn’t appear to marry Chandler she needed to change her name, not her first, just her surname. She wanted a fresh start without any connection to the Wilson firm.

Even the daughter of the great Broderick Wilson couldn’t defy him without consequences.

Then she came to number eleven. She had the right per the Civil Rights Law §64-a, to request exemption for publishing her intent because her life was in danger. Technically hers wasn’t. 

“You’re trying to decide if your life is in danger?” Fanny sipped her green tea frap. “No one can make you marry Chandler. You’re just getting your affairs in order so you won’t have your bank accounts frozen.”

“You don’t think my father would do whatever it took to stop me? Even lock me in my room until the wedding?” Cecelia smiled at Fanny’s exaggerated shiver. 

“Being locked in your room and forced down the aisle? I don’t believe we can say that’s life-threatening.” Another sip of her frap, then Fanny asked, “Do you even call him ‘Dad’?” 

“Broderick? Are you nuts? And at work, it has to be Mr. Wilson.”

“You’re fuckin’ with me, Cecie.” Fanny laughed as if it were a joke. 

Cecelia didn’t laugh. It wasn’t funny. “No, I’m not. I am not allowed to address him differently than any other employee. I’m not even a partner. Can you even imagine? He’s not a father to me, he never has been. Fanny, if he can stop me, he will.”

“Shit. No, I can’t imagine how it must be for you. My Dad is great. We’re very close. I’m sorry you don’t have the same.” Fanny took a moment to enjoy a bite of bagel before she continued. “You know, I have no idea why I’m surprised, I shouldn’t be. I’ve heard of the great and powerful Broderick Wilson and not just from you.” Fanny glanced around the shop, as if spies were everywhere. 

“If I file these papers today how long do you think it would be before they are published?”

Fanny set her briefcase on the table, riffled through it to find the file. After she’d studied it for a few moments she returned her attention to Cecelia. 

“When you file they set the hearing date which can be anywhere from one to four weeks. Wish we could file in Brooklyn; they have the hearing on the same day you file. Sorry it doesn’t say anything about a timeline for public notification.”


Cecelia took her time, sipping her latte letting her mind process the situation. Then decided she might as well use Fanny to brainstorm. “A name change is inevitable, not mandatory though. It’s not going to be complete before D-day anyway. Should I file after?”

Fanny wiggled in her chair a bit. “Are you positive he’d see it in the paper?”

“Every page is either read or at least scanned. I can’t guarantee he won’t see it.”

“Can you file the day before? It shouldn’t take too long. The form is done and you pay a fee and have a hearing date set.” 

Cecelia pulled out her appointment book, opened to Friday. “Luckily I’ve been clearing my calendar for the wedding. My day is fairly free until the rehearsal dinner.” 

“Good. Cross out the publication part then and sign it, I’ll meet you Friday morning. What time?”

“Say nine o’clock at the courthouse? Unless something changes with some of our other arrangements, I’ll have Skye meet us.”

“Skye is over the bank change, right?”

“Yes. Thank you, Fanny. I know you’re busy and probably have a million things to do.”

“Hey, what are friends for? I’ll take this with me and bring it Friday.” Fanny threw the paper in her case and stood. 

Cecelia followed her example, gave her a brief hug then trailed her out of the coffee shop. 

What to do next? She glanced at her watch. Joy was in charge of setting up appointments to see apartments. She hadn’t called yet.

That didn’t matter. She wanted to throw back her head and squeal. Let her exhilaration bounce off the buildings and spread through the mundane. Part one of her five-part plan was in motion and she could barely contain the excitement.

Chandler, to be fair, would not have tried to manage her. Maybe they could have been friends. 

She wasn’t going to marry him to find out. 

The most important thing now, her father didn’t control her life. She did. 








Dear Diary;

Things work in Mysterious Ways


Today I met Carla. After my bride left, loneliness crept over my silk and constricted my bodice. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen to me. 


Then I heard a loud humming. At first my lace quivered. When the door opened a lady in some kind of uniform entered pushing a vacuum. Heidi had several of these machines to clean up scraps. 


At least this was something with which I was familiar. 


Carla had on earphones and danced as she cleaned. I was thoroughly entertained. Then she surprised me. After she’d clicked the vacuum off and silence settled over the room she walked up to the hook where I’d been carefully hung. 


She looked intently from every angle. I felt more than a little vulnerable. Then she did the most amazing thing, she faced me front and center to address me as if she knew I could understand.


“Miss Bella, you’re bound for disappointment. Miss Cecie isn’t going to marry Chandler Evans. Not that there’s anything wrong with the man, he’s just not her hero.”


Surprise ruffled my ribbons. How the scrap did she know? Sure, my bride hadn’t really said anything, though I’d had plenty of time to consider her odd behavior.  


Again, as if understanding my question, she answered. “I raised my Cecie to be smarter than that. I’ll bet my right hand she’s got something cooking.”


I couldn’t make much sense of her rambling since I always thought the mother was the person to raise the daughter. I did understand that Carla was speculating. Heidi did this while working on her creations.


Worry raced over my bolero. Would someone else figure out what Cecelia was planning? If so, would they stop her? It didn’t seem Carla would, except my bride’s mother or father may. 


Oh, if only I had a way to warn her that her secret wasn’t so secret.


After Carla left, quiet filled the room again. Not for the first time I questioned why Cecelia had settled for me. What was I supposed to do?

Not long after Carla left, Cecelia entered, her face wreathed in smiles. 


This was the first time I’d seen her happy. Joy shot through my beads and though she wasn’t my soul mate, I was delighted for her.


Cecelia went to her desk and dropped her case. Her posture straightened and I wondered what had caught her attention. She turned and in her hand, I saw the brochure for Heidi’s designs. 

Her gaze rose and she studied me from bolero to train. Dropping the catalogue to the desk, she slowly walked to me. Then Cecie laid her hands on the shoulders of the hanger that anchored me. 


“Bella, the brochure says Heidi believes all of her creations are magic.” Her hand gave me a gentle squeeze then she smiled. “It’s true. You have changed my life.” 


I was surprised, how had I done that? Heidi said we were only magic with the perfect bride. 


Cecelia took a couple of steps back and let herself drop to the edge of her bed. “When I tried you on and saw myself in the mirror, that’s when everything hit me.”


I wanted to ask what hit her, thank goodness she answered. 


“I looked like a fairytale bride. But I didn’t have a prince charming.” A tear slipped down her cheek. 


My beads tensed. I wanted to use my silk to wipe it. Then she grinned. 


“That’s when I knew I had to find my prince charming. I deserve one, don’t I?” She tilted her head at me in question. “I’m not going to become my mother. No one is going to tell me what I want or need. Chandler is being forced as much as I am, and maybe we’d work well together. It’s not what either of us want.” 


She jumped up from the bed, grabbed the shoulders of my bolero again, and lifted the hanger off the hook. Wonder of wonders, she danced me around the room.


I felt as light as a feather, and her joy shimmered over my lace. If this is what happiness was, I wanted to stay this way forever. 


She dropped to her bed again. With me gathered in her arms, her warmth enveloped me. She rubbed her cheek against the fabric on my bodice. Her excitement raced over me, my ribbons quaked in pleasure. 


“Oh, Bella, you deserve to have the chance to bring your bride joy. Neither you nor I deserve to be served up on a Wilson-Evans platter.”


I wasn’t sure exactly what she meant. So I enjoyed the moment of human touch against my satin. 


“I promise when this is over I’ll ask Carla to send you to me and I’ll return you to Heidi’s by Design and you’ll have your day.”


Hope radiated over my entire gown. 


I’d have my chance to meet my soul mate. 


In that moment I truly believed in Heidi’s magic. I was meant to meet Cecelia to show her what she needed to do to grab onto her own happiness. 








Chapter Three




Cecelia opened one eye to glare at the offending alarm blaring on her nightstand. Her hand hovered over the snooze button before memory flooded over her. Instead, her finger found the off button and she threw the covers off and raced to the adjoining bathroom. 


Eagerness ran down her spine. Today she was meeting Joy to go apartment hunting. Joy would spot her the money for any deposits, if needed, until after the bank account change. 


Broderick probably had someone watching the transactions on her account. Damn, her thoughts sounded melodramatic. Unfortunately, they weren’t exaggerated. 


Not a dime, that couldn’t be explained away by wedding expenses, could be withdrawn. She could always claim she’d spent money for an expensive gift for her groom. How much money would Broderick overlook as a gift? How much would cause suspicion? Better be safe than sorry. 


When was the last time she was this excited? Not when she graduated from law school, because that had been her parents’ dream, not hers.


Why was she trying to find office space with Rae in the afternoon? Did she even want to be an attorney? 

Yes. She did love family law and that would be the next step in her career.


Family law was something her father didn’t deem good enough. After all, there was no money. When he found out, he’d expect her to fail. 


That was not her plan. She’d succeed. 


Slipping on her shoes, she grabbed her brief case and with her other hand pumped her fist in the air, “Yes.” Just before she closed the door, she saw the sun wink off one of Bella’s beads. 


A laugh bubbled up. It was like those commercials where the handsome guy smiled and a twinkle gleamed on his tooth for a minute. 


Bella was as happy as she was. Someday they’d both meet their mates. 

****


Clearing her calendar for the wedding and the honeymoon really worked to her advantage. When she slipped in for a few minutes each morning and then left, everyone assumed she was like every other happy bride. They figured she was running last minute errands or whatever for the wedding. 


No one suspected she was planning to build a new life without the groom.


Cecelia met Joy at their favorite mid-town Deli. Even though most people were at work, the place was jammed with people, voices of all languages bounced off the wall. The smell of coffee fought the aroma of fresh donuts. 

Too early for lunch, they both sipped on coffee. Her friend had come prepared with listings, and appointments for a few apartments she thought Cecelia would like. 


“Before I start, I forgot to ask you the other night, how much can you pay? Have you figured out a budget?” Joy nibbled on a blueberry scone, as she doodled. 


“I created a file for a fictional client. In it, I had their financials, of course they were mine. That way if Broderick snooped he wouldn’t think anything of it. I even have a tentative list of billable hours.”


“God, your dad is scarier than a stalker.” 


“Tell me about it.” Cecelia wiggled her eyebrows at her friend over the top of her mug. “I haven’t had to spend any significant amount of money since I started at the firm. I sort of assumed it would all go toward a nice place with Chandler.”


“In other words you’ve got a stash. How much?”


“Well, I’ve got to plan startup costs for my own practice. Building clients takes time. At least father Wilson can’t black list me from my own firm.” Excitement chased through her, “I’ve decided to go into Family Law.”


Joy grinned and patted Cecelia’s hand. “You’ve loved that since we were in school. I remember you and Fanny discussing it. So what would Daddy say about that?”


“He’s not going to worry. He doesn’t consider there’s money in Family Law. So he’ll figure I’ll come to my senses and crawl home to him and Chandler.”


Joy’s laugh tinkled over the deli, every male head within hearing turned to see the source. “I’d love to be a fly on the wall when it finally dawns on him, that’s not going to happen.”


“Me too, he thinks he knows me. I’m his daughter, his own flesh and blood. You’d think he’d realize he didn’t raise a wimp.” Cecelia let her own snicker float out. “It’s my fault though. After all, haven’t I always done what Broderick has told me? I was actually going to marry Chandler.”


“Thank God, you came to your senses, Cecie. What’s the budget?”


Cecelia slid away from the table so she could balance her brief case on her lap. She retrieved the file, flipped it open. If needed to, she could live for a year without a single dime of income, if she didn’t have some money coming in by then though…


“As much as I’d love to live in the lap of luxury, I think I’m going to enjoy actually having to budget and scale down my spending.”


Joy grinned at her. “Let’s see how long you enjoy living like us paupers.”


“Joy, you’re a pediatrician. You’re hardly poor.” 


“Cecie, you forget I’m a lowly resident trying to get on the pediatric surgical team at Bellevue.” Joy paused as if considering something. “I need to hustle if I’m not going to be late, I have the afternoon shift.”


“What about the bachelorette party tonight at Pandora’s?” Cecelia had been in the process of placing the file and setting her case on the floor. It thunked to the ground as she stared at her friend. 


All of her four best friends had to be there. They were celebrating her liberation from Wilson and Evan’s. 


“I’m doing the swing shift. I work one to nine. I’ve got my party clothes with me so I don’t have to go home.”


Relief flooded her. “Good. I don’t want you to be late…”


“Hey, you two I’m glad I caught you.” Rae pulled up a chair from another table and swung it around to sit. “I’ve found some great combinations to rent.”


“I have no idea what a combination is,” Cecelia said.


Apparently, Joy did though. “I have a few listings also. Since you’re doing office space I was going to call you if Cecie was interested. We haven’t got that far yet.”


“What have you done?” Rae wanted to know as she spread her papers. 


“Not much. I was just about to tell Joy what my budget is. I have my bed and office furniture from home, whether I’ll be able to have those after I ditch the wedding is anyone’s guess. I think we need to plan as if I have absolutely nothing. Once I have my practice going, and I can pay my expenses, hopefully before I’ve gone through my savings. Then I’ll upgrade on my living quarters.”


“Good thoughts. So?” Joy asked.


“I’ve budgeted between two and three thousand for a place to live and four to five thousand for office space.”


Joy choked. Spewed coffee sprinkled the papers on the table. “You can afford that for how long? Cecie, remember food, and other necessities.” 


Cecelia noticed Rae’s gaze ping pong from her then to Joy. “I have a feeling Cecie can afford the necessities. She is a partner at one of the biggest, if not the biggest, law firm in Manhattan.”


This time it was Joy’s turn to stare at her, then Rae. “I knew you made booku bucks nevertheless I had no idea. Wow. Are you sure you don’t want to marry Chandler to keep the money? You could have wild affairs.”


“It wouldn’t be fair to Chandler. If he didn’t feel the same as I, then it would be something to consider.” Cecelia shrugged. “It’s not just love, it’s everything. I want freedom. As long as I’m with the firm everything I do will continue to be scrutinized by Broderick. Nope I’d rather live on a park bench.”


Rae stood. “I doubt you’ll need to do that, though to you it may seem so after you see what’s available. Be back.”


Cecelia watched her friend go to the counter to order coffee. While they waited, she turned to Joy. “You really didn’t think I had much money did you?”


“No. I didn’t lack for money growing up, however it was never that much money. At least I do have some apartments in your range, along with some combinations.”


“What the hell is a combination?”


Rae returned with her latte in time to hear the question. “It’s a combination apartment and office. Did you bring all the information? Two year’s tax returns, two months bank statements. The reference letters we’ve taken care of. In addition, you’ll need your ID photo. The letter from your employer is going to be a problem.”


For a moment panic set in, then Cecelia took a cleansing breath, she knew all this and was prepared. “It’s all in the file.”


Rae looked bewildered until Joy explained. “She made a mock client file with her financials, etc.”


“Excellent. Joy what do you have?” 


“Cecie, would you be interested in working from your apartment at first?” Joy asked.


“Of course, at this point I can’t be too choosy. Maybe in a year things will change. For now, let’s see what you have.” 


Joy flipped open a folder and spread out a few papers. It looked as if she’d printed them out, complete with floor plans and pictures. 

She separated them into piles, “These are apartments only.” Pointing to the next group, “These are combos.” The last one was the smallest. “And these are studios or lofts.” 

Cecelia used her index finger to spread them. A crawling sensation tightened her scalp; she was actually going through with her plan. She’d have her own place and business. 

She’d be a grown up. A victory bop wanted to pour from her soul. 

Rae leaned in, and pointed to one from the combination file. “I saw the same one. It’s in the financial district near Battery Park. It’s perfect.”

“I’d love to see it. We’ll start with that one.” Cecelia gazed at the floor plan. The high rise on Whitehall was actually more than she’d expected. It had an office, and the rent would still be a bit more than she’d planned but six thousand wasn’t her maximum. The only drawback, it wasn’t furnished. 

Then she thought of all the second hand stores she loved to browse, looking for bargains. Sandra Wilson would faint dead away if Cecelia had ever brought home any of the treasures she’d spied when shopping with her friends. 

Renewed energy gripped her. “Let’s go.”

She pushed to her feet in exhilaration. She pumped her hand in the air and accompanied it with a loud “Yes.” Heat zipped up from the pit of her stomach as people turned to stare. 

What the hell, she didn’t care.

It had to be a sign her friends had found the perfect rental where she could start her practice and live. 

“Come on. Let’s get out of here before we’re thrown out for causing a scene.” Rae clutched Cecelia’s elbow and practically pulled her from the Deli.

For some reason, Bella ran through her mind. Since she’d tried on the dress her life had been on a rocket to change. 

Not yet complete, though she’d set the changes in motion.

Twenty minutes later, Cecelia stood on the sidewalk in front of the apartment building with two of her closest friends. She wished Fanny and Skye were there also. 

A house warming party with her four BFFs crossed her mind. It would happen. 

She titled her head to let her gaze travel the glass walled building. It was perfect. Taking a deep breath, she linked arms with her friends and pulled them toward the door. 

The doorman—the building had a doorman, she felt a shout bubbling up again—nodded his head in greeting and instructed them to where their sales person waited. She almost pinched herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. 

Cecelia could hardly wait while the woman unlocked the door, but once in… The place took her breath away. Somehow, she’d pictured herself in a hovel not an elegant residence with Italian marble countertops. She’d been saving for eight years for this moment. 

She deserved the best. Who cared if she was supposed to have shared this with Chandler? 

“I’ll take it.” 

Rae and Joy gasped in unison then gaped at her.

“You can’t take the first apartment you see.” Rae explained to her as if she were mentally challenged.

“If it fits all my needs and it’s in an ideal location for business. Why not? Think of all the people in this area who need an attorney who specializes in trusts, etc. It’s perfect.”

The sales person had stepped out to give the three friends time to discuss, she re-entered the room in time to hear what Cecelia had decreed. 

“When would you like to move in?” The confident woman seemed to know to assume it was a done deal. 

It worked.

With Rae and Joy shaking their heads in wonder, she signed the paper work. 

“Wait a moment.” The woman frowned at Cecelia. “Your identification says Cecelia F. Wilson.”

Cecelia explained the situation, hoping the woman would work with her. “I will bring all the legal documents for my name change after the hearing. In the mean-time you have my references, salary history, taxes and bank statements.”

A frown wrinkled the woman’s brow. “I don’t know. You’ve admitted you’re going to quit the firm and start your private practice here in your home office…”

Rae cut in to remind, “And you have a copy of her savings. Do the math. She can live here through the lease without earning a dime.”

Her forehead smoothed. “There is that fact. I will need to have those documents as soon as possible though. Your new bank account information for direct withdraw for your monthly rent. It’s a requirement.”

Cecelia stuck out her hand. “Deal.”

Once on the street, she turned to her friends. “Do either of you have a futon I can sleep on until I get furniture?”








Dear Diary;

What’s a Bachelorette party?


The flowers woven into my Alencon lace crinkled in confusion. My bride or I guess my non-bride, had her phone between shoulder and ear, in a very uncomfortable looking position, while she chatted about something called a bachelorette party. 


I must say I’m a little shocked at her attire. Her black leather skirt. As a bride dress I really didn’t like leather however that’s beside the point, the point is…It was too short.

The material barely covered her buttocks. I use the word because that’s what Heidi would say. Cecelia had black hose that stopped at the thigh held up only by the lace at the top.


She had her long black hair pulled up in some elaborate style, and her makeup looked very faux to me. I was scandalized to my core.

She did not look bride-like at all. 


At least her blouse was a little more modest. Its silver sheen molded to her body, and covered her breasts except for the V at her neck. 


I would worry all night. Hoping that whatever this party was, she wouldn’t break her neck walking on those spiked heels. She actually teetered on the scrapin’ things as she weaved around the bedroom gathering things into her purse, all the while her excited chatter continued. 


She stood in front of me when she snapped the phone shut. Her attention focused and she smiled. 


“Bella.” She threw a look over her shoulder at the closed door and then lowered her tone to a whisper. “I found a place to live. It’s perfect. I’m really going to have a life on my own. If you were a person I’d kiss you.”


My see-through bolero quaked along with her happiness. 


“I’m going to celebrate my new beginning at my Bachelorette party. No one will know except my good friends. It will still symbolize the same meaning though.”


Cecelia twirled around the room. I sucked in my bodice sure she’d trip and break her neck. By some miracle she made it to the door, slung the strap of her small purse over her shoulder and winked at me.


“Don’t worry, someday I’ll meet my prince charming. First freedom! Wish me luck.”


I did wish her luck. Though it saddened me that if she did, I wouldn’t be part of her dream wedding. 








Chapter Four




Pandora’s overflowed with bodies who couldn’t find a place to sit. Weaving her way through the masses, Cecelia finally spotted her friends. 


Several women from the firm, some of her cousins and Chandler’s cousins were all attending. The only guests she cared about were her four best friends. 

They knew the real reason for celebration, Cecelia’s liberation from Wilson-Evans and new beginnings. 


“Here’s the bride-of-honor.” Someone shouted as she neared the long table. 


Decorations and balloons clung to chairs, littered guests and ceiling. One of her friends must have reserved the entire front section of the bar. The area was center-stage where the male dancers came out to frolic every night at eleven. 


Goody.


Skye stood on her chair and clicked a knife against her cosmopolitan. “Toast to the happy woman.”


Joy, Rae and Fanny all climbed up to teeter next to their friend. Cecelia held her breath and hoped she wouldn’t lose all of them in one crash to the floor. 


“To Cecie, may your life be happy.” Skye raised her glass.


“May your time be one filled with adventure.” Rae lifted hers.


“May you have a wonderful new existence.” Fanny heaved her wine glass up. 


Last Joy held up hers. “And may you never be bored.”


A girl who looked vaguely familiar, maybe one of Chandler’s relations raised her glass, before she clicked to Cecelia’s she asked. “They expect you to have that with Chandler?”


Without answering Cecelia clinked everyone’s glasses and sipped the cocktail her friends had ordered. She intended to have all those things. 


The receptionist from Wilson and Evans shot to her feet, “Toast. May you dance with a cute stripper tonight. After all it may be your last chance.”


Little did the girl know. Cecelia grinned and took another sip.


Toasts rang around. During the course of an hour, cocktails graduated to kamikaze shots.


Drums reverberated, the sound pinged off the walls and people. It was Pandora’s signature announcement of their showcased dancers.     


Tall, slick and good looking stepped onto the stage. Hips gyrating as he sensually walked to the edge. Cecelia’s friends began to chant her name as they banged on the table. 


Rae yelled over the din. “Go dance with him, Cecie. It’s your night.”


Pushing away from the table, she stood. The room bucked a moment, then it finally settled back into place. Whoa, maybe she’d had a bit too much to drink.


Oh, what the hell, wasn’t she starting a new adventure? 


Cecelia regarded the faces of her friends, and those acquaintances who’d attended her party. She raised the shot glass that had somehow found its way into her hand and downed it. 


Then very cleverly she sauntered, anyway that was her intent, to the stage steps. Carefully placing one foot after the other, she climbed to the platform and faced pretty boy. 


He wiggled his hips in her direction, and waggled his eyebrows. She could give as good as he could. 


She let her hips sway to the beat of the drums. When she reached him, she leaned in to rub her chest against his. Cecelia tried to focus, but his head swam in her vision.


She spun until her back pressed against his body, let her spine slip down his front. Still having enough sense not to go too low, she slithered back up, as she faced the audience. Wild cheers from her party guests gave her the courage to continue.


It could have been all the shots she’d consumed.


Another twist brought her face to face with her partner. She threw her arms out like Zorba the Greek and shimmied against him. The sensual gleam in his eye told her he liked her moves.


She was having fun.


Did she dare do something brazen that would shock her friends? With as much Dutch courage as she’d had during the night the answer was a definite, yes.


Again, she spun to face her friends. Her hand found her top button of her grey silk blouse. At first, she didn’t think her fingers would work, then the top finally loosened. Mr. Slick continued to gyrate against her from behind. In order to accommodate his moves, she gradually shuffled forward.


The next button came undone to a chorus of catcalls. The cheers upped a notch as she undid the third one. Then she pulled her blouse tails out of her skirt to undo the last. 


Goosebumps rose on her tummy where the cool air brushed where moments before her shirt had been. The crowd went wild.



Rae, Skye, Fanny and Joy stood on their chairs waving their hands in encouragement. 


Slick bumped his hips forward, the bulge in his speedo bumping her in the bottom. She unbuttoned the last button, and took a step forward.


Nothing but air met her foot. 


She flapped her arms in surprise as if she might fly, and let out a squeal. Strong arms out of nowhere caught her. Startled, she stared into the face of her rescuer.


She blinked, she couldn’t help it. Sure enough she’d seen right the first time. 

God, he was beautiful. Dark hair fell over his tanned forehead, deep green eyes. 

Gorgeous.


Weren’t most people gorgeous when you were drunk? 


“You must be the bride-to-be.” His deep velvet voice shivered over her. 


“Sort of.”


His chuckle rumbled in his chest vibrating against her shoulder. He let her legs slide down his body until she stood, unsteadily, next to him. 


“So, Ms…”


“Cecelia, but my friends call me Cecie.” 


“Are we going to be friends?” His deep voice floated over her in a gentle wave. 


“Yes.” Cecelia considered telling him the truth, but instead asked a question. “Do you come to Pandora’s often?”


“Are you flirting with me?”


Was she flirting with him? Yes, she believed she was. 


It felt good.


“Well, do you?”


He took her hand and led her back to her seat without replying. He smiled at the women at the table. “Here’s your bride, Fanny, you better take care of her.”


Cecelia watched him until he disappeared around the corner, then she turned to her friend. “You know him?”


“Yes, he’s my client. He owns Pandora’s.”


Her glance slid back to where he’d disappeared. “I believe I’m going to like visiting this place.”


Fanny stood. “Nope, don’t sit. It’s time Cinderella left the ball.”


Skye gripped her other arm. “I agree.”


Joy slid in, the soft air from her words whispered over her ear. “Cecie, if you aren’t careful you’re going to make Chandlers cousin’s suspicious. Fanny’s right we need to get you home.”


Sobered enough after her near fall into the stranger’s arms, she sighed. “This is why you have my back.”


Twenty minutes later her girlfriends stuffed her, like a sausage, into the limousine they’d rented for the occasion. The presents barely fit into the trunk. A haze settled over Cecelia, one of peace, where before despair had been a permanent camper in her stomach. 


“What’s the plan tomorrow?” Rae’s voice sounded as if coated in cotton.


What was the plan? She couldn’t seem to remember anything other than the fact she would not be marrying Chandler the day after tomorrow. 


Think. 

If things were to go as planned, she needed to be alert. Not easy to be clear headed and cheery after a night of drinking.

But damn. She’d had fun.

“What are you grinning about Missy?” Skye’s voice held laughter as she shoved Cecelia in the shoulder.

“Thinking about the hunk who’d caught and saved me from disaster.” It was too nice to open her eyes. 

Fanny squirmed and disturbed Cecelia’s comfortable position. She let her head loll to the side and forced one eye opened to stare at her friend. 

“What is your problem, ants in your pants?”

“I don’t think you should think too much about Pandora’s owner.” Fanny turned away from Cecelia. 

All the good men were always taken. “Married?” 

“I didn’t see a ring.” Joy chimed in. 

Skye snorted. “You don’t need to wear a ring to be married.”

“He’s not married. I just think Cecie has bigger things to worry about, like making sure father Wilson doesn’t discover her plans too soon.” Fanny raised a brow daring anyone to disagree. 

Skye lounged on the cushions across from Cecelia. Leaning forward almost touching noses with Fanny her finger nudged her boney chest. “Not on my watch he’s not. We are going to make sure that doesn’t happen. There’s four of us watching Cecie’s back. We’ve made a pact.”

“Hey, you don’t have to tell me. I’m just saying she can play with fire after she’s out of the frying pan for a while. And things settle down,” Fanny grumbled. Then folded her arms over her tummy and glared out the window. 

Intrigued, Cecelia spit her question out before she could stop herself. “Why do you say I’d be playing with fire?”

Fanny’s glare shifted first to Skye, she raised a brow, then her attention landed full force on Cecelia. “Maybe some time I’ll tell you.”

That hadn’t helped. Now she was more curious than ever. Disappointment settled in her gut at the realization that she had more important things to consider than the handsome club owner. 

She was playing a dangerous game with her father. He wasn’t used to losing. When his daughter outwitted him, the aftershock just may shake the Top of the Rock atop the Rockefeller building. 

Completely sober now, Cecelia contemplated the prospect of hoodwinking the great Broderick Wilson. Snuggling her butt into the rich leather, she leaned forward. “Let’s make sure nothing can go wrong. Joy and Rae you’re parts are a done deal…”

“Not yet, you still need to follow through with the paperwork on your name change.” Joy pulled her purse onto her lap and riffled through it until she extracted a paper. “You can move in as early as tomorrow, you need to bring the proof you’ve started the process. Since you didn’t want to write a check, you need to bring cash for the deposit, first and last month’s rent.”

Cecelia waved her concerns off. “Fanny and I will be at 111 Centre Street when they open with my sixty-five dollars. I’m quoting from the instructions, don’t forget its exact change and cash only.” 

“And a few minutes before five, Cecie will be at the bank closing the account. I’ll have opened up a safe deposit box at mine, where I’ll put the cash in, minus what’s needed for the leasing company.” Skye finished the itinerary for the next day. 

“Simple.” Rae clapped her hands. “Tomorrow evening, we’ll all be on our best behavior at the rehearsal dinner. And the next day, while we stall at the church, you’ll be across town moving into your new life.”








Dear Diary;

Rehearsal Day


Unease ruffled over my ribbons as I watched Cecelia toss and turn. It had been like this all through the night. As if she knew something might stop her from following her real dream. I’d doze myself then her mumbling would startle my satin and I’d wake with a start. 

I met the BFFs last night when they returned from the bachelorette party. I have never been so relieved. Not that I’ve been created long enough to have experienced much. When Miss Cecelia walked through the door unharmed by her dangerous spiked shoes, my bolero expanded in relief. 

I liked Joy the best, she was very soft spoken, totally opposite of the others. Skye was a little scary. Then Cecie, as her friends called her, could also be intimidating when she put her mind to it.

I was privy to some of the plans for today. To say I’m concerned would be an understatement. I hope everything goes as planned. 

Sorrow wrinkles my bodice when I think of all that could go wrong with their plans. Sometimes I feel as if Heidi designed me only to be frustrated with my limited communication. What good am I, if I can’t warn my bride when she’s set on a course that could spell disaster?

My chapel train quivered knowing I wouldn’t be at the dinner to watch and protect my Cecie. 

Cecie? Yes, I now think of her as a trusted friend.

When did I grow to care so much about this human? She isn’t my soul mate. My silk would never have the chance to wrap her body and quake in delight as the sacred words were spoken to join her with her true love. 

I love her and I want her to have the best life ever. If only…   








Chapter Five  



  Warmth cocooned her. Snuggling in deeper, Cecelia tried to recapture the dream of deep green, sexy, eyes. Her subconscious was not having any part of it. There was some reason she needed to wake. 

Something very important.

Bolting to a sitting position, she glared at the bedside clock. The damn thing said nine. That was the time she was to meet Fanny. “Shit!”

Startled she stared at Bella, had the dress shuddered at her swearing? No. Jeez, now she was imagining things. As she walked past the shimmering dress on her way to the bathroom, she swore it subtly turned following her as if the beads were a million eyes.

Sometimes Bella was too real, and it was a bit creepy. 

Cecelia loved that dress. Could she take the dress with her? Maybe she could keep the beautiful garment for when her day did come.

The thought of the gown yellowing in a closet until she was ready to settle down made her too sad. On impulse, she pivoted on her heel to return to Bella. She laid a hand on the edge of the lace on the bolero. 

No. She did not feel the material jolt. 

Nerves, that’s what it had to be. 

She swallowed, still a little weirded out. “Bella, something about you is magical and I really do promise to have Carla send you back to Heidi’s. Okay?”

As she continued on her way to the bathroom, she glanced over her shoulder. Did Bella just say ‘okay’?

After her shower, the cobwebs cleared from her mind. She realized it must have been the leftover effects of the several shots she’d consumed the night before. 

Make a note to self to remember that in the future.


Before she could meet Fanny, she had to figure out where to stow her bags. After all, she was leaving on her honeymoon. Her parents wouldn’t think anything when they saw her bags. Her furniture would have to stay behind. Later after the dust settled she hoped to be allowed to move some things.


Somehow, she didn’t see Broderick allowing that.


Distress tightened her already shaky tummy. She’d miss her mother, though they weren’t close. Her father she didn’t know. A short laugh bounded around the room. She saw her father every day at the office, yet he was still a stranger. How sad was that?


The minute hand tripped toward the thirty-minute mark. Fanny was going to shoot her. Did she dare leave the bags to retrieve later? 


No. With her luck, Chandler would pick them up before the dinner. Blowing her bangs out of her eyes with a sigh, she wondered where to take them? 


Her phone jingled the theme song to Friends, indicating one of the BFFs. She needed to finish throwing stuff in her case, she pushed speaker, “Hello?”   

 “Where the hell are you?” Fanny’s frustrated shout ripped out over the room. “How can I watch your back if you’re not here?”

“I’m running late.”

“No shit. Come on you have a schedule to keep.”

“I know. I’m finishing my packing. I don’t dare leave my bags…”

A swift bump on the door, and it opened with a squeak. She’d forgotten to lock the damn thing. “Hello, Mother.”

“Who are you talking too?” Her mother looked around the room in bewilderment. 

“Fanny, she’s on the phone.”

“Hi, Mrs. Wilson.” Fanny’s voice had turned to sugar. 

Finally spotting Cecelia’s cell on the bed, her mother’s expression cleared. Her old-fashioned mother went to bend over the device and practically shouted at the phone. “Hello, Fanny.” 

Then she straightened and smiled at Cecelia. “Father Oliver would like to meet with you and Chandler this afternoon before the dinner.”

A soft ‘shit’ echoed from the position of the still opened 3G lying on the bed. Her mother frowned for a split second in its direction. 

“Why?” She stifled the shout that wanted to erupt and prayed the panic that crawled over her scalp didn’t show on her face.

Her mother’s attention switched from the phone to Cecelia. “What do you mean? Why? You’re getting married tomorrow, it’s normal for the priest to want to talk to both of you.”

“Father Oliver has talked to us several times. What more is there to say? He’s not going to give us the talk of the birds and the bees is he?”

She heard a soft snicker from Fanny, reminding her, her friend was listening. She didn’t care, in fact it was probably good. Fanny could help her get out of it.

“Cecie, I thought we were meeting with Skye at five about that surprise. You know?” Bless Fanny’s heart. 

“What is she talking about?” 

What? Glancing around her room for inspiration, the sun twinkled off Bella’s beads. “I have a surprise for you, Mother. You know a gift for both mothers?” 

Now she’d have to stop one more place to pick something up. Her mother’s eyes had actually filled with tears. Something Cecelia hadn’t witnessed in a long time. 

Guilt socked her smack in the mid-section. 

Her mother sniffed. “You don’t need to do that. But it is thoughtful.”

“It’s already done.” Please let her work with me here. 

“Couldn’t you do that earlier?”

“Sorry, I have an appointment set for when the surprise will be ready. And I have a full list of things to do before the dinner tonight.” She paused, filled her lungs with much needed air. She forced as much enthusiasm into her words as possible. “Have you forgotten, I’m getting married tomorrow and then we’re off on our honeymoon?”

Her mother didn’t answer for so long, Cecelia swore she could feel a streak of perspiration form on her upper lip. “Okay dear, I’ll tell Father Oliver that he’ll need to talk to you both after the dinner.”

Relief rushed over her, her knees lost strength and her bottom dropped on to the edge of the bed. “Thank you, Mom.”

At the door, her mother paused to turn, nodding toward the bags. “I’ll have Gordon put these by the front door, and Chandler can pick them up later.”

“Mrs. Wilson, Chandler called Joy and asked if she could do that since he had some errands to do himself.”

Her mother again paused, turned and returned to the bed to bend over to shout at the device again. “Are you sure?”

“Mother you don’t have to do that. It’s on speaker. Just talk natural.” Cecelia bit back her mirth at her mother’s expression of disbelief. 

Her mother straightened a fraction lowered her tone in concession. “Thank you, Fanny. Tell Joy, Gordon will watch for her and help put them in the trunk.”

Cecelia stifled a groan, now they’d have to make sure Joy would pick the things up. She was going to have gray hair before her new life started. 

With a final snap of the door, she was alone with her friend. “Fanny, this means you call Joy and I’ll finish this last bag.”

“Have you called your taxi?” Fanny’s voice sounded as frustrated with events as she felt. 

“I’m taking the subway. I have to conserve money from now on, who knows how long it will take for my practice to allow me to earn enough.”

A heavy sigh floated from the speaker. “Today is not the day to start.”

“A taxi will have to fight traffic to Centre Street. I figure it will be faster to take the train.” Cecelia stated with what she hoped was confidence. 

Now that she thought about it, she remembered she’d never ridden on the subway. How in the hell did she get to be her age in New York and never do that? 

“Do you even know how to get here?”

“Yes…” Did she? “No. What train?” 

Another sigh, louder this time emitted from her friend. “The four, five or six, make sure it’s not the express or you’ll pass your stop.” There was a short pause. “You do know where the office is?”

Finally something she could actually answer truthfully. “Yes, I do.”

“See you soon. I’ll call Joy. Since you’re so gung-ho on saving money, buy a multiple pass.”

Multiple pass? Cecelia swallowed. “I better get a move on.” She reached down and pressed the off button before her friend could say more.

Worry radiated out from the pit of her stomach. How difficult could it be to find the station, buy a pass and get to her destination? People did it all the time. Even tourists who weren’t familiar with the area. 

She shoved off the end of the bed where she’d been lounging since her mother left, and finished the last bit of her packing. Setting all of them in a pile at the door for Gordon, the last time she’d have help from the ‘help’. Chuckling at her bit of humor she threw one last glance at Bella, not sure why, but it felt natural. And left for her next adventure, there would be many more she hoped. 

The subway.

Several streets over, she glanced at her watch. Fanny would kill her if she didn’t hurry. But where the hell was the station? Someone had told her it was on Lexington, but either she turned in the wrong direction or something, it just wasn’t where she thought. About to give up, she swiveled around on her heel, and found the stairs leading to the stop she needed. 

In her rush, she nearly tripped down the steps, then she jostled several people. If looks could kill or maim she’d be either dead or crippled. 

Now where were these passes Fanny had said she needed? Skidding to a halt, the man behind her muttered a very rude word but she ignored him. She glanced around then spotted what looked like an ATM. 

As she swiped the monthly pass through the turn stall, she felt a sense of accomplishment. This wasn’t so hard.

Her lucky day, here came the train with a green circle with a white six in the middle. 

Like a seasoned pro, she followed the heard of humanity onto the train. As such reached up and grabbed a rail refusing to take the only seat away from the elderly lady who’d boarded with her. 

The intercom wasn’t very clear, but she knew there would be several stops before hers. For a few streets, she didn’t pay attention.

Until she bent to see what the sign at the next destination would be. One hundred and sixteenth street, good God she was almost to Harlem.

She was going the wrong way. 

The doors slid open, and she hustled off, Cecelia looked around warily. She was so out of her element, and the last thing she wanted was for the wolves to circle. 

Doing the sensible thing, which she really should have done before boarding in the first place, she read the map on the wall. 

Okay, go up and over to the entrance across the street to catch the train going toward where she really wanted to be.  

Now that she knew she was going in the right direction, she found a seat and carefully watched each street name as it flashed by. Why wasn’t the train stopping at each?

She turned to the woman reading. “Excuse me?”

The woman ignored her. As annoyance gripped her, she noticed the earphone in the other woman’s ear. Raising her voice a fraction higher, she tried again. 

She turned toward Cecelia with a questioning look, “Yes?” 

“Do you know if we’re on an express train?”

“Yes, we are. Where do you need to be?”

“111 Centre Street.”

A blonde eyebrow rose. “Oh you’ll have a bit of a walk. It’s right between stops. You’ll need to get off at either Canal Street or City Hall.”

“Thank you.”

The woman gave her a brief once over. “Are you here on business?” Apparently assuming she was from out of town.    

Cecelia decided technically it wasn’t lying to say, “Yes.” After all, they were conducting the business of changing her name legally. 

There were papers to fill out.

“Good luck then.” Without another word she shoved the earpiece back in and opened her book. Cecelia successfully dismissed. 

A few minutes later she climbed up the steps to encounter Canal Street and start the trek to Centre. Her watch told her she probably would receive a lecture when she met Fanny. It was almost ten thirty, an hour and a half late. 

She was new at this subway stuff. She’d get the hang of it.

Hopefully sooner rather than later.

Good thing she’d worn sensible shoes instead of her usual heels. She loved to walk, and she’d missed her morning workouts the past few days with all the preparations for her new life. 

Looking up at the street sign, she frowned, Mulberry? Shouldn’t she have come to Centre? Raising her gaze she looked both ways up and down the street and realized she’d walked in the wrong direction. At least she’d figured it out on her own and hadn’t had to ask. Tack on another five minutes to her tardiness. Good grief, maybe today hadn’t been the day to try the subway. A taxi would have been faster.

Why hadn’t Fanny called to check on her? She stopped, and another person collided into her, his muttered word choice ringing in her ears. 










Dear Diary;

Going to the Church


After Cecelia left on her first adventure to the subway, I stared at her bags, forlornly sitting by the door. I should be happy. This is the time when the bride is giddy with the knowledge that the next day she’d be married to her true love. 


Not my bride, she’s off making plans to scrap the wedding. Truly, I am happy for Cecelia. She’ll have new life happenings.
 And I would be sent back to Heidi, where I know I’ll be taken care of and loved. 


Still I felt dejected, like the bags on the floor. I had such expectations the morning Heidi placed me center stage. My soul mate would see me, fall in love and we’d live happily ever-after. 


I remember how disappointed and yes, I was angry. The ribbons along my lace burned in chagrin at the fact my bride picked me, the first dress she saw. She didn’t want me, Bella, she just wanted to go through the motions.


Now, I know she’s fallen in love with me. She cares for me as much as I care for her. After all, if she didn’t, she wouldn’t talk to me or dance me around the room. Nor would she promise to take me home. 


I am very worried about her though. She had a lot to accomplish today, and the gadget that sounded like her friends voice still lay on the bed where she’d left it. 


The darn thing kept playing that song. I would probably be able to hum the song forever. If I actually could hum. 


The door swung open, causing a shiver to race along my satin. A man I’d never seen before stepped in. He glanced around didn’t seem to notice me. Then he spotted the bags by his feet and bent to pick them up. 


He must be Gordon. I sure hope Cecie’s friend Joy picks them up and not Chandler. Then what would my bride do? 


The door didn’t have time to shut before Carla arrived. I like her. She’s fun and she talks to me as if I’m her friend. 

I thought she’d come to clean, but her intent was on me. She grabbed the plastic garment bag from the back of the chair. She laid the carrier on the bed to unzip. Then she returned for me.


The wedding wasn’t until tomorrow. Carla wouldn’t know to send me to Heidi’s yet. 


Her hands were cool as she gently picked up my lace and satin, and reverently placed me in my bag. I listened as she softly spoke as she worked my ribbons in so they weren’t wrinkled. 

I would miss Carla.  

“Miss Bella, it is time for you to go to the church. Since Cecie will be dressing there in the morning, Mrs. Wilson thought it best to take you tonight. It’s the rehearsal dinner.” She shook her head and gave me a stern look. “This is not a happy occasion. Miss Cecelia deserves to have someone who loves her for her and not her daddy’s money and a position at the firm.”

I wanted to shout out in agreement, though I knew from Cecelia that the groom was in the same fix. Alas, again I chafed under the restraint of no way to communicate. Though Cecelia had noticed some of the ways I could manage to shift my folds a fraction, especially when the sunlight filtered through the curtains just at the right angle. 

Carla didn’t know I was answering her and she continued. “I’m going to miss you. I wish I could afford a dress with such beautiful personality for my daughter.”

Oh, it is so cruel that Heidi cannot really work magic on her girls. Because I wanted to ask all kinds of questions, I hadn’t known the housekeeper had a daughter. Was she wishing for the future, or was her daughter getting married too? 

“My little Jessie works so hard to please her soon to be mama-in-law. But no matter what my girl does she’s not good enough for their son.” Carla paused and straightened, planted her hands on her hips and looked down at me. 

I could feel the warmth of her heated gaze run over my beads. I didn’t think she would continue, but she finally did. 

“Phew!” she said in disgust. 

I wasn’t exactly sure what that meant but I gathered she didn’t think the mother-in-law was good enough for her daughter. 

“Are you ready with the dress yet, Carla?” Cecelia’s mother stood in the doorway.

I hadn’t seen her sneak up. Now there would be no more talk about the lovely Jessie. I was just about to begin to devise ways to see if Heidi had woven any telepathic powers into my lace. 

If I could meet Jessie, maybe we’d be soul mates. Wouldn’t that be something?

“I’ll have Gordon take it down to the car. I’ll hang it up very carefully in the bride’s room.” She came to stand over me, her gaze wistful. “Carla, you’ll be able to help my Cecie dress tomorrow?” 

“Of course, I plan on it.” Carla patted the other woman on the shoulder. I could tell the two were friends, despite the fact one was the employer.

Mrs. Wilson cleared her throat, as if embarrassed. “Joy just left with Cecelia’s bags.” Mrs. Wilson started to turn, but then turned to look at me. I shivered in my bolero.

“Carla, my daughter will look beautiful in her designer dress. Don’t you think?” I wondered if she had a premonition because she asked as if she didn’t quite believe I would ever be worn. 








Chapter Six




Cecelia read over the papers in her hand for the third time. The document signed and now the process was in motion. 


“It’s too late now to change your mind.” Fanny pushed her a bit from behind. “Come on, we’re meeting Joy at your new apartment to drop off the luggage, then lunch.”


“I don’t want to change my mind. I like my new name.”


Fanny gave a bark of a laugh as they stepped from the building to the sidewalk. “Somehow I doubt the jilted fiancé will appreciate the joke.”


“It’s not a joke.” Cecelia wanted to protest more because using the name wasn’t what Fanny thought.


Her new surname was a symbol of her growth as a person. She thought her ex-groom would someday understand. 


Fanny shook her head. “No more discussion until we meet up with the others. Then you can tell them and we’ll see what they have to say.”


“Okay, but I bet they appreciate it.”


Fanny didn’t smile, just began walking south. “It’s a nice day and not that far to Whitehall.”


“Sounds good to walk.” Linking her arm through her friend’s, she cleared her mind to enjoy the day. 


There was still the surprise for her mother and Mrs. Evans, and the bank to get through. She had a good feeling all would work out. 


“Where have you two been?” Skye screeched when they finally reached the building. 


Fanny let out a ragged breath. “We decided to walk.”


“You’re kidding, do you know how far that is?” Joy asked.


“We do now.” Cecelia let out a ragged bit of air of her own. 


For the second time that day, she blessed the fact she’d worn sensible shoes. Her feet had to have at least three blisters she knew of without taking off her shoes. She didn’t want to consider how many others might be breaking out. 


“Let’s get these bags in the apartment. And go over the rest of the plan,” Joy said. She nodded a greeting to the doorman who helped them with their burdens to the elevator. 


Cecelia directed the doorman where to stash the bags. “Skye, I have everything figured for spending. I didn’t think about furniture. Tomorrow while all of you are stuck waiting for me at the church. I will be free to shop.”


“I only shop at second hand stores.” Skye nodded at the others. “You guys?”

A chorus of “Yeses” echoed around the bare room. 

“From now on I will too. I have a lot in savings. I can’t afford to assume I’ll be able to support myself before the money runs out. Frugal is my new middle name.”

“Yeah, I saw the F. on the documents.” Fanny replied her tone dry as toast. 

“You’re shittin’ me.” Joy gasped in horror.

“Yes, she is. Come on, let’s find a place to eat I’m starved. I’ll tell you all about the name then.” All the others filed into the hall toward the elevator. Cecie paused. Too bad, she couldn’t just start her life now.

Seated for lunch, they’d all given their orders. Apparently, Fanny was ready to end everyone’s suspense even if she wasn’t. 

“Tell them.”   

Rae placed her water glass she’d been about to sip, back to the table with a tiny rap. “Tell us what?”

“Her new name, you are not going to believe it.” Fanny folded her arms over her chest and glared at Cecelia. 

The waitress arrived to give Cecelia a reprieve and set their Cosmo’s on the table. The drinks were Skye’s idea, she said it would prepare them for the coming evening. They’d all have to give academy performances at the rehearsal dinner. 

After the young woman left promising to be back in a few minutes with their salads, Rae raised her glass. “To all of the BFFs and the pact to watch each other’s back.”

The sound of glass clinking together sent a shiver of anticipation down Cecelia’s spine. It was a good premonition. She knew, though she didn’t know how, her plan would work.

“Tell.” Joy delicately bumped the table with her glass. 

“My new name is…” It was too much fun to draw out the suspense. Of course, after Fanny’s build up it would be a letdown. That wasn’t her fault. 

“Come on.” Rae squinted her eyes it was a habit, one that she’d had for as long as Cecelia remembered.

“Don’t blame me if it’s not the big deal Fanny thinks it is.” 

Skye glared at her over the rim of her pink drink. “Stalling again.”

“Let me introduce myself.”

“Okay, ladies, who had the walnut-pear salad…” Startled at the chorus of groans, the waitress glanced around the table. “…I’m sorry, did I interrupt?”

“No, that’s fine. I had the walnut-pear.” Cecelia moved her drink out of the way so she could place the bowl in front of her. 

“The coast is clear. Spit it out before we’re interrupted again,” Skye demanded. Her voice came out sharp as razor blades. 

It was so hard for Cecelia not to laugh at her friend. She almost felt bad imparting the name. She knew it was going to be anticlimactic after all the stalling and interruptions. 

“Cecelia F…” 

“Your middle name is Frugal,” Joy squealed.

Rae rolled her eyes. “Joy, Cecie’s middle name is Faith. Duh!”

Joy’s face turned a beautiful shade of scarlet as she mumbled, “I forgot.” 

“Well?” Skye prompted.

“Cecelia Faith Chandler.” 

Silence settled over the group. Cecelia had known they wouldn’t think it was as terrible as Fanny thought. 

“Oh…my…God…” Skye grabbed her Cosmo and chugged the rest down. “Chandler is going to shit-a-brick.” 

“Oh, Cecie, are you sure you should have done that? After all it’s like rubbing salt in his wounds.” Joy was, as always, the softhearted one. 

Shame washed over her. Maybe it had been a mean thing to do. Unfortunately, it was a done deal now. No, they didn’t understand.

Fanny raised her brows over the rim of her drink as she sipped. 

A very ‘I told you so’ look if you asked Cecelia.

“I admit it when you put it that way it doesn’t sound very nice. I’m beginning anew and Chandler had a big part of that. Cecelia Chandler has a nice professional ring to it. It’s a reminder I have to be true to myself. I don’t want to walk all over others to do it, but I want to always remember how I almost let myself be railroaded into an unwanted marriage because of money and the good of the firm.”

“I doubt Chandler will appreciate the reminder,” Fanny commented with an even dryer tone if possible. 

“You’ve known for years you’d have to marry Chandler to keep your inheritance, why the change now? It’s not because of Chandler. I know you told us about your father and how he’ll never be the way you dreamed of when you were young. Again, you’ve known that for awhile, or maybe didn’t admit to yourself. What was the catalyst that brought you to your senses?” Rae shrugged as if to convey her bewilderment.

“Bella.” Each of her friends gave her a startled look. “Yes, I’m referring to my wedding dress. The beautiful gown I’ll never wear.”

“It’s a dress for God’s sake, how can it be the reason you’re making a major life change?” Skye asked. 

“If I told you all the reason’s you’d cart me off to the loony bin. However, I think you’ll all understand this reason. When I stood in front of the mirror at Heidi’s, I’ve never been so angry in my life.”

“What?” Rae exclaimed. 

Cecelia could understand. It took her a few days to come to the answer herself. 

“What’s the happiest moment supposed to be in every girl’s life?” She took a sip of her drink, then without waiting for their answer continued. “Her wedding. There I stood with Bella hugging me as if Heidi had made her for me. And all I could think of was that the dress symbolized the worst day of my life. She’s—yes I feel as if Bella has a personality all her own—has been with me ever since. I knew in that minute my dream wouldn’t come true of my father ever looking at me with love and approval. I swear the dress hanging in my room was a constant reminder of the huge mistake I was about to make, it’s what finally brought me to my senses. I couldn’t marry Chandler. It wouldn’t be fair to me or him. I know he’d agree.”

“Are you sure? He’s a man. He’ll see that you’re costing him his place in the company. The spot he’s worked long and hard to reach.” Rae reminded her, as if she needed it. 

Remorse flowed over her in tiny waves. As it had every day since she’d made her decision. “I know. I spoke with him, and he doesn’t want to marry me either. Knowing he’ll lose his job and position is the one thing I’ve been battling. He’s intelligent he’ll be able to go anywhere and build a career. His clients will follow him.

“The firm may not fire him. He’ll be there tomorrow to marry me in good faith. I hope Broderick will understand and not take it out on Chandler. Which is why I didn’t confide my plan. He’ll be as surprised as everyone else. I have a feeling someday he’ll forgive me.”

Silence settled over the table, a nice way of letting her know none of them thought Broderick would be so forgiving. “Okay you’re right perhaps I’m hoping for too much. I do feel guilty. In the long-run I have to believe things will work out best for both myself and Chandler. What other options do I have?” 

Joy sipped her drink then slapped it on the table. “Guys, we all know Cecie doesn’t have any other choice. We promised to watch her back. Making her feel guilty isn’t helping. Let’s toast to things unfolding as planned and then I believe we all have our duties to accomplish before the rehearsal dinner.”

“Where, we will all put on an academy award-winning performance.” Fanny clinked her glass to each of theirs, then waited for Joy to lift hers. 

“Here, here!” Skye agreed. 

After the toast, Cecelia brought up the subject of furniture and the discussion turned to a debate of the merits of rent-to-own while she searched the furniture stores for bargains or spending the next day scouring the second hand stores for bedroom furniture. She finally decided to rent her bedroom furniture and decorate the rest of the apartment one piece at a time.    

“Cecie, I believe it’s time we pick up the mothers’ surprise then it’s off to the bank.” Skye waived for the check. 

Cecelia swallowed.

Now for the hard part, did Broderick Wilson have the bank manager monitoring her account for what she was about to do?

She wouldn’t put it past him. The very reason she was doing it close to the end of the day on a Friday. Cecelia hoped the bank manager would be gone for the day.

She needed luck to be with her.

****


With a pendant for each of the mothers’ in her bag, she was on her way to deal with her account and meet Skye at her bank. The plan was simple; withdraw everything except a few dollars. That way she wouldn’t actually be closing the account. 


She hoped it would avoid any type of alert. 


The next step would be to place her savings in Skye’s safety deposit box until her name change was final and she could open her own. Everything except the money she needed for her lease and spending money to buy necessities until then. 


She stepped into Bailey’s Bank with only fifteen minutes to do her transaction and meet her friend. A feeling of accomplishment began to swell over her. That is until she spotted her father in the manager’s office. A fireball ripped through her tummy in dread.

Why now? Oh good Lord, it was the last Friday of the month he always dropped off the deposit. She’d been too busy worrying he’d have her accounts monitored, she completely forgot to consider she’d run into him. 

Broderick could ruin everything. She could not let that happen. Gulping down the dread of a public scene, she went to the teller and calmly handed her the prepared withdrawal slip. No alarm crossed the teller’s face that would indicate her father had alerted anyone. While the girl counted out the money, Cecelia glanced over her shoulder. Her father stood, he shook the man’s hand. She quickly faced the teller again so he, hopefully, wouldn’t notice her. 

Her good luck ran out. 

“Cecelia? Shouldn’t you be at the church?” She turned blocking his view of what the teller was doing. “I thought you had a meeting with Father Oliver.”

“Hello, Broderick. Chandler and I are meeting with him after the dinner. I had to pick a surprise for Mother and Mother Evans. I’m just grabbing some cash…” She raised her eyebrow and gave a playful grin. She hoped it was playful anyway. “…for the honeymoon. I plan to shop.”

As hoped, her father chuckled, patted her shoulder. “Okay, I’ll see you at the dinner then.”

The breath she’d been holding left in a whoosh as he cleared the bank doors, none the wiser of her plans. She turned to the teller to retrieve the funds. 

The young girl raised a brow of her own. “You must plan on an awful lot of shopping.”

“Yes, I do.” Cecelia tried to stifle the euphoric feeling the spread through her. She still had the last step, putting her money in Skye’s safety deposit box, then dinner to get through before she celebrated.  








Dear Diary;

Rehearsal Dinner


My bride has not arrived yet. The room Mrs. Wilson placed me in is cold. It shouldn’t be. It’s decorated to please the eye. The knowledge I’ll never be worn by Cecie shivers over my ivory and lace. Though I’ve known from almost the moment I was placed in my bride’s bedroom we weren’t meant for each other, I’m still disappointed. 


I can hear voices in the hall. I know tonight is the rehearsal dinner. No one can know what is in store for the wedding day. I sucked in my bodice and prayed nothing goes wrong. 


My not-to-be-bride walked in. Her gaze fell on me and my ribbon warmed. Reverently, she ran a hand down my bolero sleeve, and a shimmer raced after her touch. I wished things could be different. I hope someday I’ll be able to find my soul mate and things will be as they should. 


“Cecelia, you’re right, Bella is a magnificent gown. It almost makes me want to rush out and snag a guy and get married.” Skye, my bride’s feisty friend, let out a gusty laugh. “Almost.”


My chapel train ruffled in warmth at the grin my bride tossed in her friend’s direction. “Skye, I cannot wait until you find the guy who could drag you to the altar.”


Rae, Joy and Fanny, Cecie’s other good friends walked through the door at that moment. Fanny shut it behind her with a snap. Though Cecie called her four friends, BFF’s I still hadn’t figured out what it actually meant.


Fanny glanced in Cecie’s direction then stared at Skye, “You and the altar? What did we miss?”



“Nothing, Skye was admiring my dress.” Cecie ran her hand over the lace Heidi had lovingly stitched to my bolero.  


“Something you’re not telling us, Skye?” Rae’s voice had a bit of laughter in it. 


“God no! My day to wear one of those…” Her finger pointed at me as if she were accusing me of something. “…is still a long way off, if ever.”


“You’re having too much fun being single,” Joy charged. 


“You bet your ass I am. I intend to keep having fun too.” Skye turned to my Cecie gave her a stern look and said, “And now you can start having fun with me.”


I swear I could see the twinkle in Cecie’s eye when she answered. “Can I have some fun with that cute owner of Pandora’s?”


“Fanny?” Skye raised an eyebrow in her direction.


What and who was Pandora’s? I did my best to shiver the question through my beads, anything for them to appease my curiosity. 


“Freak!” Rae gasped and stared in my direction. 


“What?” The others chorused and turned their regard on me. 


Exhilaration raced from my buttons down the back to my train. Had I actually caused a stir to race over my satin? Maybe if I concentrated enough I could communicate. 


“We’re going to be late for the dinner.” Rae pointed to the clock above my mannequin stand. 

Disappointment smacked me right in the bodice. 








Chapter Seven




Cecelia surveyed the room. Her friends had entered and taken their seats at the table. A buzz dangled over the area with several conversations at once. She’d hung back and so far no one had noticed her lurking at the edge. Her father and mother, as usual, turned away from each other speaking with the person on their opposite side. 


This could have been her in a few years. How had she ever thought she could live like that? At least now she wouldn’t find out if it were even possible. 


Glancing around the table, she saw her empty chair. Chandler was flirting with her cousin Sally. Her mother had insisted she be in the wedding party. She’d never liked the girl. Instead of suppressing her feelings, she let herself relax. It felt good. Chandler and Sally would make a good marriage. Maybe after the commotion settled in a few years, she could suggest it. 


Everyone’s attention turned in her direction and for a moment, she wondered why. Then realized she’d actually laughed out loud at her own thoughts of match making. Nothing to do but make the best of it, she took her place at the table. 


“Hello, Chandler.” Everyone seemed to be waiting for her to set precedence on how to proceed. What exactly was she supposed to say or do? 


Being new at the marriage game, she wasn’t sure. She plastered a smile on her face, directed it at her family and friends and waited.


“Where have you been all day? I’ve been trying to call you?” Chandler’s whisper was hot over her ear. 


Glancing in his direction, she leaned into him and smiled as if an intimate tête-à-tête was taking place. “I accidently left my cell phone in my room. I haven’t been home, so I still don’t have it.”


The scowl cleared. He was handsome. If only things could have been different.


“Did your mother tell you Father Oliver wanted to meet with us before the dinner?” Surprise chased away her relief. 


“I told mother I wouldn’t be able to meet you. She promised to change the meeting for after the dinner.”


Chandler looked like he was about to continue, but her father clinked a fork against his glass. “I’d like to make a toast to my daughter and Chandler.”


Glasses rose around the table. Apprehension shivered over her. What could he possibly say? 


“May tomorrow be the happiest day of your life.” 


Hallelujah, a toast she could drink too. Liberation from Wilson and Evans would be the beginning of many happy days to come. 

    Clinks and murmurs of agreement ran the gamut around the guests. She stood and raised her glass. Dinner hadn’t been served, and at this rate, they’d all be hammered by the time it was. All the better for her to get through the night. 


“Thank you, everyone for joining in our celebration of a new beginning.” Again, everyone raised their flute to their lips. 


Ignoring the look of disbelief Chandler gave her, she bent to retrieve her bag. Usually it was custom to give the gifts to her attendants in the bride room, but since she wouldn’t be there, now was the best time. 


“Tomorrow I want to concentrate on making the day perfect.” She winked at her betrothed, and hoped she wouldn’t have a permanent twitch because of the subterfuge. 


Reaching into her purse, she brought out the gaily-wrapped packages for each of her bridal party. She laid them on the table and pulled out the two boxes with the pendants. She slid her chair back, went to Chandler’s mother, wrapped an arm around her shoulder and rubbed her cheek next to hers. And then placed the present in front of the woman. 

Her mother was next with a soft kiss to her forehead, she wrapped both arms around her and held on. Who knew how long it would be before she would enjoy this luxury again. 


“I thought you both would remember this day fondly.” There were gasps of delight, and everyone struggled for a chance to admire the jewelry.


“Now for my attendants, thank all of you for taking the time to help with all the preparations for my special day.” 


She picked up the blue bag. She’d always hated blue. “Sally?” The girl pulled her attention from Chandler and frowned at Cecelia. Ignoring her pout, she handed Sally the gift. “Thank you.” 


The passing of gifts was a time-consuming activity, everyone sipped on their champagne as they watched her call each name and hand them their special souvenir. She couldn’t have planned it better. The minute hand inched toward the hour when she could go home, and sleep for the last time in her own bed.


She saved her co-conspirators for last. “Rae, Skye, Joy and Fanny you have been the best friends a girl could ever have.” 


Couldn’t the water works wait for a bit longer? Cecelia gulped to force the tears down. “I really couldn’t find anything that could express how I feel, so I hope you all know.”


“Oh God, Cecie, this is gorgeous.” Fanny had ripped the tissue out, then flipped open the box. The tiny diamond twinkled where it nestled in the midst of emerald chips in the shape of a shamrock. Fanny’s favorite. 


Each pendant for her BFFs meant something.


“Thank you,” Joy said sniffing and throwing her arm around Cecelia’s shoulder for a hug. 


Her friends surrounded Cecelia in the warmth of a group hug. Sniffles abounded while her family and friends snapped photos to record the occasion.


Cecelia hoped she’d be able to see some of them. Somehow she doubted she’d be very popular with her family and relatives tomorrow at this same time.


Dessert had just been cleared, it was now or never to slip out without Father Oliver catching her. Almost to the door, she heard her name called, frustration cramped her belly. Slowly she turned to face Chandler. 


“We have the meeting with the Father.”


She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Do you really think we need to go?”


He glanced over her shoulder then matched her whisper. “No. Shall we make a run for it? Our last show of independence?”


She grabbed his hand to pull him through the door. Once out in the fresh air, she let out a carefree laugh. “Thanks.”


“No problem.” He tilted his head and studied her for a moment. “I thought you’d be more depressed since we didn’t find our loop hole.”


“You would think, huh? You’re not so bad Chand. And you know what?”


“What?”


“I agree.” She faced him took his face in her hands, leaned in to give him a quick kiss on the cheek. “We would make great friends.” She dropped her hands then turned toward the parking lot. Glancing back for a moment when she heard him call her name, his expression was more quizzical than bewildered. She gave a wave. “See you.”


He’d assume she meant tomorrow.

****


Her room seemed empty without Bella draped by the window. As if a good friend had left. It had become habit to talk about her daily routine. Which really didn’t make sense, but it made even less to say the words aloud to an empty room. With the dress it hadn’t seemed like she was having a one sided conversation. 

Now she was talking to herself. Nutcase!


Rolling to her side, she punched her pillow shaping it for more comfort. Didn’t work. Tossing to the other side, she squirmed for a good position. 

Truth be told, she was too excited about the next day to sleep. Her parents may hear her if she called one of her friends. Letting out of sigh of aggravation, she flipped the light on and pulled a book out to read. 

The book fell to the floor with a thud and woke her. The clock indicated three in the morning. She switched the light off then snuggled under to try for more rest. 

Unfortunately, she was now wide-awake, again. What could she do with her time? Draping her robe around her she padded to the desk and flipped open her computer. 

An hour later, she had a list of second hand furniture shops she’d visit that day.

She was to arrive at the church at ten. The stores opened at the same time, and she planned to be at one. Surfing the web had uncovered many treasures. Excitement tightened her chest when she found a site of Manhattan thrift shops, flea markets and vintage clothing. 

Pay dirt. 

Grabbing her notebook, she scribbled down all the addresses and then pulled out her new subway map and planned her day. At least the time spent was productive and by the time morning light dawned, she was ready for battle. 

She’d heard the term, Retail Therapy. Fit perfectly.

Now her biggest worry was escaping a ride with her parents to the church. She had a plan. 


Damn, she was getting good at them lately. 

After her shower, she readied for the day. Sensible shoes on her feet, her bag ready, cash on hand, she ripped a clean sheet from her notebook.

Mom, too excited. I’ll meet you at the church.


Dropping it on the middle of her freshly made bed where it wouldn’t be missed. She made sure she had her cell phone and any other essentials that hadn’t been in her bags and delivered to her new apartment the day before. 

Stealthily she inched her bedroom door opened. Waited, nothing but silence greeted her. Just as carefully, she closed it. Turned and almost ran into Carla. Sucking in a breath, she debated what to say. 

The housekeeper leaned in, her words barely discernible as she whispered them in her ear. “Your parents are still in bed, hurry while you have the chance.”

Shock billowed up from her soul. Carla knew. Throwing her arms around the woman, she whispered a quick thank you. Without a backward glance, she softly skipped down the stairs.

Outside their brownstone home, she let the fresh air fill her lungs. 

Half-hour later, probably longer, she entered the Java Café for a much needed cuppa. And by nine on the nose she was entering the first store on the list—one of the early openers.

Where to start? She let her glance wander the room. As with the subway, she was new to this. She’d never purchased a stick of furniture in her life. 

For an educated woman, she was sure ignorant of the most elemental things in the majority of people’s lives. 

Might as well browse, eventually she’d see something that piqued her interest. Wasn’t that the fun of bargain hunting? 

She noted her watch and realized it was time for her to be at the wedding, what would her parents be doing? Her friends would fill her in on the details that night. They were going to order in Chinese at her new place and celebrate. 

A table, that’s the ticket. No, first, a bed. She could hardly sleep on the floor. Wait she planned to rent-to-own the bedroom furniture. She was mixed up with all the things to remember twisting and turning in her mind. And sheets… good grief she couldn’t think like this, it would overwhelm her. 

A few hours later, her arms bulged with the weight of packages. She entered her building with a new sense of accomplishment. The doorman greeted her with a smile. Her dogs were barking. How many blisters did she have to add to the day before? 

The manager she’d met with a few days earlier waited on one of the lobby chairs. Cecelia gratefully took the chair opposite.

“Ms. Chandler you look worn out.” 

Who? 

Then it dawned on her, the woman was using her new name. The one she’d given her earlier when she’d called to set the time to meet. That was something she’d have to get used to. 


“I’ve been looking for furniture.”


“Did you find anything?”


“Yes.” Cecelia let a small giggle escape. She reached for her purse. “I have the paperwork for you, the copies of the name change forms, and a cashier’s check for the deposit and first and last month’s rent. I won’t have my bank information until my surname is finalized. As soon as I do, I’ll set up the direct withdrawal for the rent.”


The woman tossed everything into her briefcase, regarded Cecelia with a slight frown. “Do you think you’ll have it soon?”


“I’m sorry it can take one to four weeks for the forms to be processed. Would you like the first two months up front?” 


“No, if it doesn’t come through, give me a call and you can either drop the rent off at my office or if I’m in the area, I’ll drop by.”


Cecelia stood and held out her hand. “Thank you for all your help, and for working with me. I do appreciate it.”


“It’s worth it. The look on your face today…actually your overall appearance is lighter. It’s like the weight of the universe has been lifted.”


Exactly. The load had been removed she thought as she watched the manager gather her things then leave. With a sense of adventure, she lifted her packages to go to the elevator for the ride to her new home. She had a few items scheduled to arrive in the next few hours. 


Then she’d be entertaining in her new home for the first time. She refused to let a heavy conscience overwhelm her at the thought of everyone waiting at the church. Her friends were prepared to deal with the drama. When the time came, she’d watch her friends’ backs. 


Let the adventures begin.








Dear Diary;

Wedding Day


Heat from the tension in the room scorched my beads. It’s a good thing they’re not plastic or they’d melt. It was past ten in the morning, and it was beginning to dawn on Mrs. Wilson her daughter might not show.


Mother Evans was in a fine rage. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t will my train to move. With each lap around the room, her foot came closer to my satin. 


“Sandra, where is that daughter of yours?” Mother Evans demanded, her voice solid steel. 


“Her note said she was too excited to wait for me and Broderick. We thought she’d be here before us.” 

I’d often heard Heidi use the term wringing her hands, but until I saw Cecie’s mother doing it, I hadn’t known what she meant.

A snort met Mrs. Wilson’s words. “Where do you think she could be?” 

“I don’t know, Margaret. Don’t you think I’d tell you if I knew. I’m afraid she’s been in an accident.”

Another snort came out of Mother Evans. Heidi said snorting wasn’t very lady like. I’d never seen any indication the groom’s mother was a lady so that made sense. 

“Have you called her cell phone?” Margaret Evans made the question sound as if she thought Cecie’s mother was too stupid to think of calling. 

Again, the air crackled with tension, my bolero tightened in dread. Sandra Wilson’s face turned an unbecoming shade of burgundy. “I’m not an idiot, Margaret. Of course I did, and she’s not answering.”

For a moment, I thought one of them would haul off and hit the other. A reprieve came when one of Cecie’s friends knocked on the door and entered. 

“Mrs. Wilson, we’re all ready in the attendant room. I was just wondering if Cecie needs any help.” Skye inquired innocently. Apparently oblivious to the fact she had just walked into a raging inferno of emotions.

I was so proud of her. No one would know she knew the bride wouldn’t show. 

“Cecie’s not here,” Mrs. Wilson shouted. 

God love Skye, she actually backed up a step, a hand over her heart. How I wish I could have applauded her performance. Instead, my beads scrunched in delight.

“What do you mean? I called this morning and she said she was about to leave. We all thought she was in here getting ready this whole time.” 

“Sandra?” Mother Evans snorted again as her brow rose an inch. 

Maybe the woman had a problem with her nose. Could human’s have a problem like that? I’d confer with some of my sisters when Carla returned me to Heidi’s. 

A knock heralded another visitor. Carla entered with a white envelope in her hand. She wasn’t the actress Skye was. I noticed her sly look in the younger woman’s direction before she handed the note to Mrs. Wilson. 

Cecie’s mother ripped it open and quickly read. Then her brow crinkled and she read it again more slowly as if she didn’t understand the words the first time. 

“Cecie’s not coming.” Bewildered she looked at her daughter’s friend. Skye just shrugged in an ‘I don’t know anything’ kind of way. 

Mother Evans squawked—I mean an out and out sound like some type of screech. I’m not sure what kind of creature or human would make that sound, but it was something I’d never experienced in my existence. 

 “Calm down, Margaret. I can’t think.” Mrs. Wilson turned to Skye and waved the white letter under her nose. “Cecelia tells her friends everything. What do you know about this?”

“Last night when we dropped her at your house she promised she’d see us all today.” Which I knew was true, since the girls had spoken of getting together to celebrate this evening at the new apartment. 

I wanted to go with them almost as much as I wanted to go home to Heidi. 

Mrs. Wilson was skeptical. I could tell she was about to call Skye a liar. Instead, she sucked in a huge breath and then instructed in her most imperious tone. “Go question the other girls and then tell me if they know anything.”

Skye left without replying. Margaret Evans was not going to let this slight against her son go without a scene. 

“Who’s going to go in and tell Chandler what your daughter did?” 

Sandra Wilson swung around from where she’d been staring out the window. “I don’t give a rat’s ass. You do it.”

Margaret’s mouth dropped open, then she closed it with a snap that sounded like a gunshot around the room. Even my ribbons shook. “How dare…”

“Oh, I dare, if it wasn’t for the fact Chandler never cared for Cecie, she’d be here.”

The snorting was now to the stage it was old, and I wanted to smack the woman if she did it again. Unfortunately, that was beyond my capabilities. Margaret Evans marched across the room to stand nose to nose with Sandra. “The two families have a contract.”

“And Cecie and Chandler have never had a say in anything. How did you feel? I know I hated it. I damn well wish I’d had the guts to do exactly what my daughter is doing. Maybe then I’d be happy in my marriage.”

I thought she was done with her speech. Mrs. Margaret Evans was still trying to digest Sandra’s words when she continued, “I love my daughter. She’s the only thing that has made all these years worthwhile.” 

Indignantly, Margaret spat out her rebuttal, “I love my son too. He doesn’t deserve this slight. Cecelia is going to pay.” 

Sandra stood on her tiptoes to allow her to be even with the other woman. If I could have, I would have laughed at the sight. Her words startled even me, and my bodice lace ruffled in response. 

“Oh, stuff a sock in it, Margaret.” 

Sandra Wilson stepped around the shocked woman and strode from the room. This left the upset woman scrutinizing me. She circled around me reminding me of the first day when the three women had done the same, like a running stitch around my hem. 

I did not like the speculative look in her eye. 

“I know just how to get back at the Wilsons.” She ran her hand over my bodice. “Their pocket book.”

I cringed at the contact. Her hand burned the delicate material. Again, I was thankful my beading wasn’t plastic as it would have been in a less costly gown. 

“You are going on eBay to the lowest bidder.”

eBay? What the scrap was that? I did understand the significance of the lowest bidder though. 

The door swung open and Carla entered, her focus clearly on me. I was to be saved from whatever eBay was and taken to Heidi’s now. 

Thank goodness.

The evil Mrs. Evans stepped in to stop my savior.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’ve come for Ms. Cecie’s dress.” She tried to step around the woman, but she wasn’t having any of it. 

“I’m going to sell this gown on eBay and you can’t stop me.”

“Why would you want to do that to such a beautiful Heidi creation? You have enough money, Mrs. Evans.” Carla did sound truly bewildered at the woman’s motive.

“I don’t give a damn about the money. In fact, it is going to be a slap in the face when I take the lowest bidder. Now move. You can’t stop me,” Margaret Evans repeated.

“I may not be able to, but Mrs. Wilson can.”

As soon as the door snapped shut. Margaret yanked me from my perch and threw me, none to gently, into my plastic garment bag.

It now dawned on me what my fate would be. 

I was to be sold to another bride like bargain basement cotton.  








                                                   Chapter Eight      




Carla Perez rushed into her small two-bedroom apartment. It had taken longer to leave the church than she’d thought. But the idea had been forming and she couldn’t waste any more time. She bee-lined for her ancient computer, booting the damn thing up would take time. She’d learned to multi-task. While the machine worked through whatever processes the system needed, she’d start dinner. 

She had been instructed, via letter, by Cecelia to return the beautiful Bella to Heidi by Design. However, what Mrs. Evans planned to do, changed everything. 


Her daughter Jessie would be having dinner with her soon to be husband, Mark, so it would only be Carla and Joansie, the family cat. Mr. Perez had passed a long time ago, more years than Carla wanted to count. 


Her darling Jessie was her pride and joy. Carla had a chance at a Heidi creation. She wasn’t going to pass up on the inside information she had on Bella. 


Stashing the guilt deep down, she hadn’t tried that hard to find Mrs. Wilson. Telling herself at least this way the beautiful gown would have a bride who appreciated the stunning dress. 


Oh, her Jessie would look magnificent. 

She glanced impatiently at the old computer. The pings and pongs of her old processor were still battling the fight. She knew the lucky winner of the eBay wouldn’t be the usual high bidder. She’d already contacted her sister for her log-in. That way Mrs. Evans wouldn’t figure out who the buyer was. 


However, time was of the essence since Mrs. Evans planned to use the ‘buy it now’ option. Which would be one cent, and Carla intended to be the purchaser. With a dress like Bella, she had to be first to the punch. 


The log-in melody floated over to where she stood by the sink, the jingle sweeter than ever. Turning her soup on low, she positioned herself in front of her desktop. 


Let the buying begin.

****


“Mother, I can’t believe you’re doing this.” Chandler lounged in the easy chair in his parent’s office. “It’s not as if Cecie did this to you. I admire her for having the guts to stand up to Broderick. I only hope she doesn’t buckle under the pressure when she finds out he’s frozen her bank account, fired her from the firm, and refuses to give her a letter of recommendation. She needs to eat. Regardless, I think everyone will be surprised when she shows them she has what it takes to make a living on her own.” 


“I think she’ll come crawling back,” Mrs. Evans snapped. “When she does, she’ll have learned she can’t play with Margaret Evans’ only son. She’ll have to fork out a pretty penny for another designer dress.”


“Whatever, Mother. I’m not sorry with the outcome.” That was news to Margaret and she couldn’t understand his approval of what his bride had done.


“You’re okay with losing everything?”


“Cecie wants to be happy. She wouldn’t be with me. Now I can meet someone and if the attraction is there, I can actually pursue a relationship. I’ve never been able to do that, because I knew my hands were tied.” To Margaret’s further surprise, he gave a shrug, “If I lose everything I’ll start a practice on my own. I have a strong feeling that’s what she’s going to do.” 


She thought over her son’s words. Margaret agreed the girl had a plan. She was glad Chandler wasn’t hurt and seemed to be on the same track as her. Her son deserved a woman who loved him, and he needed to love whomever he married. She knew what a loveless marriage was like.


Cecelia was smart. 


Margaret didn’t agree with the way she’d gone about getting out of the marriage. This was a warning not to mess with the Evans family. 


Besides, even though she agreed with Cecelia, revenge was expected. 


“Mother, how long are you going to leave the auction open? You don’t have time for this.” Chandler sauntered to the bar and poured himself some premium scotch. 


The right woman would change Chandler. The grandbabies would come along and her life would begin. 


“Well?” 


Oh, she’d been daydreaming. That’s really what the revenge was about. She had to put her desire for grandchildren on the back burner.


“I’m not. I can’t do the lowest bidder in an auction.”


Chandler gave a short barking laugh. “What’s the point?”


“The point is to sell the damn thing to the lowest bidder and since an auction won’t work, I’m using the ‘buy it now’ option at one cent.”


“Mother, sometimes you defy logic.”


Not even a minute later, Margaret received an email notification. She had a buyer. She sold the dress for one cent. Following the instructions to retrieve the buyer information, she emailed the winner. 

“Virginia Manzanares. New Jersey!” Margaret clapped her hands. “It couldn’t get any better than that.”

****


Carla Perez hung up the phone. She knew she must be grinning from ear to ear. Her sister had just informed her she’d bought herself a Heidi by Design for a penny. Jessie would be so thrilled. The package would arrive at her sister’s in the next day or two. 


The longest two days of her life, she didn’t want to tell Jessie before it arrived. She’d want details and it would be easier to convince her to keep Bella with the gown hanging in her room. 


The front door opened. Carla pressed the off button successfully cutting off any chance her daughter would see the computer screen. No way could Jessie know what she’d been doing. 


“Mom, are you home?” Her daughter’s sweet voice seeped over the small apartment. 


Carla met her in the kitchen. “Hey, did you have a good time.” 


Jessie turned, and Carla saw the fresh tears streaking her young face. It was enough to break her heart. What had Mark’s family done this time?

“Come here, honey.” Carla opened her arms. It was all her daughter needed to step into her embrace. Jessie let the flood gates open. 


After the storm had finished, Carla led her to the sofa to sit. “Let me get you a glass of wine, it will calm your nerves.”


“Thanks, Mama.” A sniff followed Jessie’s softly spoken words. 


Handing her a glass of red wine, Carla snuggled in close and waited. She’d learned, when her Hija was just a mite, that it was best to let her divulge her story in her own time. She’d find out more details that way than pumping for information. 


“Mark’s mother wants the wedding to be held at The Angel Orensanz Center.” Jessie gave another loud sniff. 


Indignation on her daughter’s behalf raced through her veins, causing her blood to boil. “I thought you and Mark decided on that quaint little place.”


Her brain was mush, too excited about the dress. What was the name?


“Classic Manhattan, that’s where I want my wedding.” A wail slipped out. “Why can’t I have my wedding where I want it? Mark’s mother wants the most expensive showy wedding.” 


“Did you tell her what you two had decided?” Carla knew the answer before her daughter confirmed. 


“Duh, yes.” 

Carla was surprised. Her daughter never talked to her this way.

“I’m sorry, Mama. I’m taking it out on you and it’s not your fault. I told her we had decided on a small wedding and the Classic was perfect. I thought she was going to hyperventilate. Said it wasn’t appropriate. Only the best would do for her son.”


Carla couldn’t wait to show the woman her daughter deserved the best and would have a dress by Heidi. That ought to make the damn woman shut up. 


“What did Mark say?”


“He told his mother we would be getting married at Classic Manhattan. It was a nice place and she was still invited if she wanted to come.” A smile of love crossed her daughter’s delicate features at the mention of her fiancé. 


Carla would have liked to be a fly on the ceiling during that conversation. “What did she say to that?”


“She cried like Mark had broken her heart. He had to take her home. I hopped on the subway.” She leaned her head on Carla’s shoulder. “Again.”


“This is becoming a habit for you two.”


“Mama, she just doesn’t understand we’ve both saved and we’re paying for the wedding we want. She insists what we have planned is the wedding I want, not her baby. Of course, she says she’ll pay for the perfect wedding.”


Carla would love to smack the woman upside the head. She’d heard the two kids talk many a time about their plans. The woman’s baby was always in agreement with his future bride. Time would tell if Mark would be man enough to put his mother in her place. 


Soon she hoped.



“I’m sure Mark’s telling her how much you both want to be married where you can afford. It’s your day, honey, things will work out.”


Jessie struggled to sit straight and turned toward Carla. “Speaking of what I can afford, Mama. I saw the most marvelous dress on eBay tonight. While we were waiting for his mother at the restaurant, Mark and I were playing on his phone, which had the net. The gown just popped up and caught my eye.”


Carla forced herself not to react. She hadn’t seen any other dresses, so it had to be the one. Of course, she’d never played on eBay so maybe it wasn’t. 

“I thought we were going to go shopping for one your next payday.” She filtered her tone with disappointment. 

“We are, were. I don’t know. Mama, it’s a designer dress. Let me show you.”

Carla let her daughter pull her off the couch. “I don’t know, Hija, can we afford a gown like that?” For as long as she remembered she’d used the Spanish word for daughter.

Exhilaration scampered over her. It had to be the same one and no way could there be two designer dresses up at the same time. She would be able to surprise her daughter with her dream dress in just a few days.

“This dumb computer is going to take forever. Mark’s phone wouldn’t let us make any transactions. Doesn’t matter though. For some reason the owner had it on the ‘buy it now’ option for only a penny. I’m sure it’s gone. But I’d love for you to see.” Her joyful giggle made Carla want to cry. How had she been so lucky to deserve such a daughter? 

“Finally.” Jessie tapped the keys and eventually the screen filled with the login for the site. “I’ll put in the same words that brought it up earlier.”

Carla sucked in her breath and waited. She wasn’t familiar with the online auction system. Would the dress still come up if the bid was over? 

Yes, it did with sold on it. “Oh, Mama, I knew it would be too late.”

Carla leaned down to inspect the dress on the screen. “I’m sorry, Hija. Don’t worry we’ll find you something just as pretty.”


“I’m sure we will. It was only, you know, it’s not every day you see a Design by Heidi for a price I can actually afford.”

“Jessie, that’s probably why it went so fast. It wasn’t meant to be. We’ll find a dress just right for you.”


Jessie’s phone jingled in the other room, and the girl didn’t have time to reply. Carla resisted the urge to do a little victory dance. 

She’d be able to surprise her daughter with her dream dress.








Dear Diary;

Bargain Basement Surprise


Mrs. Evans folded my satin and Alencon lace carefully into my plastic garment bag. She situated the bag with me inside into a large shipping box. I’m to meet my new bride today.


I’m being shipped to someplace called New Jersey. I somehow doubt it’s a good place because Margaret is extremely pleased with herself. I’m sure Cecelia will be sad when she finds out Carla wasn’t able to follow her instructions to send me home to Heidi. 


Heidi created me out of sturdier stuff than that. I would just have to make the best of the situation. Besides, how do I know when the box opens up, I won’t meet my soul mate?


Once the packing crate was sealed, the weight of darkness pressed into my bodice. I wasn’t sure how long I could stand the stuffiness of my temporary prison.


At first, I felt tumbled and tossed. The handlers were not gentle, even though moments before Margaret taped the final seal I heard her admonish them to be careful. 


I didn’t know how I’d be transported, and luckily I had no concept of time. When the motion stopped, I waited, anticipation building with each second. 


Would today be my lucky day? 


Faint voices grew louder. My beads jiggled in hope. Then a slim strand of light peeked through as my package was opened. 


At first, the brightness blinded me. Then I heard a familiar voice. 


Carla.


She must have figured a way to trick Mrs. Evans so she could follow Cecelia’s wishes. 


“Oh, Bella, we need to get you out of this box, and bag. We don’t want you wrinkled, not when my daughter first sees you. My Jessie is in for such a big surprise. She’s going to love you on sight.”


I was bewildered. Then I remembered Carla’s talk of her daughter. Jessie, who would love wearing me on her wedding day. 


Carla didn’t plan to take me home to Heidi’s. Somehow she’s found a way to buy me from Mrs. Evans. Happiness almost overwhelmed me. My beads did a shimmering dance as she hung me on her dress mannequin. 


It must be a sign. Jessie and I were going to be soul mates.  








Chapter Nine




Jessie Perez balanced the pizza box in one hand, and worked to unlock the apartment door with the other. Working two jobs took a huge toll on her energy level. Thank goodness, she could quit one after she’d saved enough for her wedding. She would save enough money. There was no way she’d let Mrs. Taylor take over the plans because she couldn’t afford her own wedding. 


The key finally tumbled the lock and the door squeaked open in protest. “Mama, are you home?”

“In your bedroom, I have a surprise.”

A surprise, just what she needed to perk her up. “Mark’s coming by for pizza. Let me drop it on the table, then I’ll come see.”

The beautiful wedding gown displayed in the middle of her bedroom was far from what she expected. She swallowed down the lump forming in her chest. 

“Oh…” She couldn’t speak. 

In awe, she ran a hand down the bolero sleeve. The beads and lace were a combination of smooth and coarse under her hand. “Oh, Mama, you were the one who bought the dress.”

“I knew Bella would be perfect for you.”

“Bella?”

“It’s her name. Heidi names all her creations. They even come with certificates and a background of where she came up with the name for each dress.”

Jessie glanced down at the paper her mother handed her. But the words swam and she couldn’t comprehend any of them. The certificate slipped from her fingers onto her bed as she circled the gown. 

“Beautiful. Wait until Mark see’s it.”

“Oh, no. No my little Jessie, he will not see you until your wedding day.”

Jessie giggled. Her day had brightened considerably. What other girl could be so lucky. Her mother worked hard for the Wilsons. She sacrificed so Jessie could have the best. 

“Mom, I meant wait until Mark sees me wear this dress as I walk down the aisle.”

Her mother placed a hand over her heart, and sighed dramatically. “My lela Niña, you will make such a lovely bride.”

Jessie’s heart, in turn, melted. “Can I try her on?”

“I thought you said Mark was coming for dinner.”

As if in answer, a knock heralded his arrival. Jessie hustled her mother out of her room, and pulled the door shut so her soon-to-be-groom wouldn’t jinx the wedding. They had enough against them as it was.

When she unlatched the door, the usual tingle of awareness tickled her scalp. Would it be so in fifty years? How she hoped it would. He gave her mother a kiss on the cheek and a wink.

“How are my two favorite girls?” 

Her mother blushed, and playfully batted him on the arm. “Mark, don’t you flirt with me in front of little Jessie here. She’ll get jealous.”

He laughed and threw his arm around Jessie’s shoulders. His strength warmed her. 

“Pizza smells delicious. I bet it’s a combo.” 

He helped set the table, and then waited until the ladies settled in their chairs. Over dinner, Jessie tried to steer the conversation away from the upcoming wedding, but her mother seemed determined to discuss every detail.

“Tell me about Classic Manhattan?” her mother asked between bites. 

“It’s a wedding salon, Mama. What’s there to tell?” 

Her mother narrowed her eyes and stared. She’d done it now. “Young lady, I am your mama and I’m interested in my daughter’s wedding. Just because I ask a question doesn’t mean I am trying to take over.”

She glanced at Mark to see if he understood the veiled comment about his mother, to her dismay she knew he had by his grin and raised eyebrow. 

“I’m sorry, Mama. Classic Manhattan has several options. We can have any size. And they have a beautiful garden atrium and that’s what I’d love to have.”

Her mother’s expression softened. “An outdoor wedding, you could have flowers in your hair. You’ll look so fresh and young.” A loud sniff escaped before her mother covered it with a sip from her wine. “Are you going to ask your Aunt Virginia to let her youngest granddaughter be your flower girl?”

“I don’t know. Mark has a niece the same age, and I don’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings.” 

“Jessie, my sister won’t get her feelings hurt.” Mark told her.

“I know, but I don’t want to hurt your niece, Sarah.”

“Why can’t they both be flower girls?” her mother asked. 

Jessie bit her lip, it wasn’t like she hadn’t thought of it, but two flower dresses weren’t in the budget. Now with Bella though, maybe she could? She’d have to redo her budget and rethink things. After Mark left, she’d discuss a new budget and flower girl possibility with her mom.

The rest of the evening passed with a few more glasses of wine and a notebook. Later than she’d wanted to stay up, she kissed Mark at the door. God the man could kiss. Too bad her mother was home or she’d be tempted to drag him to her bedroom.

“Night, princess, next time you come to my place for pizza. As much as I love your mom, I’d rather have you alone.” Mark punctuated his words by nuzzling her neck, sending fresh shivers down her spine.

“Good night.” She gave him a quick kiss and a shove and shut the door, before she had him there in the entry hall. Her heart warmed by the chuckles she heard through the wooden barrier. 

“No fair, princess.” The words were muffled but teasing.

“Night, Mark. You’re safer on that side.”

She could hear him laughing as he walked away. How many more days before she didn’t have to send him home? No, she would not count. It would only depress her. 

Once in her room, she began to undress. She had to work early the next day. A feeling of someone watching settled over her, and she glanced toward the window. The blinds were closed, and even if they weren’t, the window was too high for anyone to see through. 

Swallowing down the feeling of unease, she twisted just enough for Bella, her new gown, to come into view. She jumped. Good lord, what was wrong with her? She noticed whichever way she moved, the reflection from the moon through the slats, made it seem the beads shifted with her.

It wasn’t exactly creepy, but weird as if, Bella were a living thing. “Are you here as my friend?”

Then her laughter filled the room at her jitters. “Silly me. I must really be tired, Bella.” 

Now she was talking to the dress. Something about the gown just begged to be… She wasn’t even sure what word she looked for. It had been a long day. She would go to bed, and things would be in perspective in the cold light of day.

She itched to try on the beautiful gown, she was tempted to do so now however, her mother deserved to be present when she did. After all, it was her surprise.

****


Shoot, running late. 

She couldn’t afford to lose either of her jobs, not until after the wedding. She had budgeted every penny earned. It was a relief when she saw Bella in her room. Now her wedding gown was one less expense. Today she’d call Mark and ask him if little Sarah could be the second flower girl. 


Though she’d dressed and left later than usual, the train seemed to make excellent time. She walked into the coffee shop on the hour. 

There would be no tardiness for her. 


By the end of her shift, her cell was full of messages from her friends. They wanted to plan her bachelorette party. Between her two work schedules and theirs, it was proving to be a problem. 


Flipping open her phone as she pulled off her apron, she listened to Katie’s message. Jessie was to meet with her two bridesmaids for lunch at the Metro Deli at one, which gave her fifteen minutes.


Katie and Joey were flagging her to the table when she walked in. Waving to indicate she was hungry, she ordered from the case first. Bagel sandwich and soda in hand, she settled into a chair.


Before she could even enjoy her first bite, discussion started on what nights and clubs were good. Pandora’s off Bleecker Street was the place to go. 

After all, they said, the male dancers were hot. 


“I don’t really want to watch a bunch of greasy guys gyrate around the stage.” Jessie almost groaned when she realized how big of a bore she sounded. 


“You’re kidding me right? You’re getting married not buried.” Katie held her sandwich half-way to her mouth as if the shock was too much and she may choke if she took a bite. 


“Yeah. Do you think the guys aren’t going to take Mark to some stripper joint over in Jersey?” Joey inserted. 


“Not only would Mark not go to Jersey, I know one of the guys is having the bachelor party at his condo. They’re going to play poker and drink.” Laughter greeted her statement.


“Are you really that gullible, Jessie?” Katie reached across the table, and laid the back of her hand on Jessie’s forehead. “No fever.”


“Ha, ha. I’m not dumb. I’m sure the guys will hire a girl to come in to entertain.”


Joey took a sip from her latte and regarded Jessie. After a few minutes of her friend’s scrutiny, she glared back. “What are you looking at?”


“I’m trying to figure out what’s different about you today.”



“Nothing. I’m in a hurry to get to my next job like always. Mark’s mother is driving me to distraction. And I could go on.” Taking the opportunity, Jessie gulped down a swallow, and bit into her sandwich. 


Katie tilted her head to one side. “I think Joey’s right. What happened yesterday?”


Jessie set her food down and thought. To her recollection, nothing special had. A vision of Bella swam over her vision. 

Something had happened. 


“My mom bought me a Heidi by Design.” 


Two chairs slid back in unison, the scrape ricocheted around the room. The sound topped only by her two best friend’s squeals of delight. 


Katie actually gasped in air, and then shouted for the entire deli to hear. “You’ve got to be fucking with us.”


In New York most things went without comment. However, at noon in a downtown deli, even those words attracted notice. The manager was at their table in nothing flat. 


“Ladies, I’m sorry but you’re disturbing the other customer’s you’ll have to keep your voices down.”


Jessie was relieved they hadn’t been reprimanded for bad language. It was amusing to watch identical blushes wash over her friend’s faces. When was the last time that had happened?


Like never. 


“When can we see her? What’s her name?” Katie rushed both questions together. 


“Bella.”








Dear Diary;

My new Bride


Jessie Perez, Carla’s daughter was a delight. She even talked to me before she went to bed. Nevertheless, the required zing was still missing. I couldn’t have been more dismayed. Another bride and still no soul mate.


What was a bride dress to do?


Carla came in before leaving for the Wilson’s home. She straightened my chapel train, and made sure I had my protective cover on. 


“Bella,” she stated as she ran her hands over and around me, making sure there were no wrinkles. “We can’t have you anything but perfect.”


I wanted to ask her to find out how Cecelia was. That part of my journey was over, even if I could have asked. 


Once she was gone, loneliness set in. 


I tried to think good thoughts. Like maybe when Jessie finally tried me on, the zing and sizzle Heidi promised would occur signifying Jessie was my soul mate.


After all, we haven’t really been properly introduced yet.


Hours later, I heard someone enter. Only minutes had passed when Carla waltzed through Jessie’s door. 


“It’s such a delight to see you, Bella. Jessie will be home soon and we’ll have her try you on. I don’t anticipate there to be a problem.”


“Mom?” Jessie’s question drifted in from the foyer. 


“In here darling, come try on Bella.”


Jessie rushed in to join her mother. “I’ve been waiting all day.” She swung her back toward her mother, her feet skipping about. “Hurry unzip.”


Carla gave a pleased laugh. “Hold still, Hija.” 


In moments, Jessie was striped and ready to have her mother drape my folds of satin over her. My material slithered over her curves and clung like a glove.


I waited.


No zing. No pop. No sizzle. 


Jessie was not my soul mate. 


The doorbell rang, I didn’t even have time to mourn the fact before I heard Carla greet another woman and instruct her to follow. Fear dripped down my ribbons, when I saw the expression on Jessie’s face. Whoever was in the other room was not a friend.


Surprise ruffled my ribbons when I learned the woman was Mark’s mother. 


“So, this is the dress. Where did you find this rag, in the bargain basement at J.C. Penny’s?”


Shock rattled my beads, and anger tightened my bodice. The heat of Jessie’s fury seared my lace. 

How dare that woman? I was a dress with a history, a gown to be proud of. The appearance of hurt reflected in the mirror that crossed my new brides face, soul mate or not, was enough to make me dislike Mark’s mother.


Carla’s jaw looked tight enough to break her teeth. I imagine it was taking all of her will power to answer the rude woman calmly. Before she did, she gathered her daughter to her with one arm. Warmth spread through my bolero.


I have great admiration for Carla. 


“Mrs. Taylor. I may have found a deal on this beautiful gown, but it is still a Heidi by Design. We have the certificate to prove it.” 


Animosity hung thickly over the room. 


I must be the unluckiest gown ever designed by Heidi.


My first bride didn’t want to be married to her groom.


My second bride and groom are crazy about each other, but their families hated each other.   








Chapter Ten




“We’re late.” Jessie could see their reflection in the large windows as she ran to keep up with Mark’s long strides eating up the sidewalk.  


“It will be okay. We’re only picking out flowers.” 


Jessie laughed a little, Mark was right. It wasn’t as if they were late for their own wedding. In Manhattan the Salon’s clients were probably late more often than on time. 


“Arabella Davis sounded like she already had something planned for us.”


“Yes she did. And I know you’re going to like it.” Mark picked her up at the waist and swung her around. A huge grin crossed his handsome face. “I love you Princess, I can’t wait until we’re baking away in Margaritaville.”


Jessie couldn’t help the giggle that slipped out. “I think it’s wasting away, Mark.”


He set her to her feet at the door, pulled it open with a flourish. “Royalty first.”


“You’re late.”


Not the sweet voice of the woman Jessie had spoken with on the phone. Sucking air into her lungs, she squinted trying to focus in the dim indoors. 


“Mother, why are you here?” Marks words dashed like cold water over her happiness of just minutes before. 


“Someone has to take you two in hand. If you refuse to take my advice and insist on this…” Her head swiveled to encompass the interior of the entry his mother didn’t need to voice her thoughts.


The words were written plainly like an open book across her sour features. 

A soft gasp followed her words. Jessie’s vision had adjusted and she saw a young woman standing behind the harridan that was Mark’s Mother. 


As cheerfully as she could, Jessie stepped around Mrs. Taylor and held out her hand. “You must be Arabella Davis. I’m Jessie Perez and this is my fiancé Mark Taylor.”


Let him introduce his mother.  


“Nice to meet you both.” She smiled and then glanced uncertainly toward Mark’s mother who stood to the side disapproval radiated from every pour. “And you must be the mother-of-the-groom?”


Thank goodness, she hadn’t mistaken her for Jessie’s mother. The explosion would have rocked the Empire State Building.


The woman loosened up enough to give the girl a quick nod. “Yes I’m Claudia Taylor, Mark’s mother.” She pointedly looked at her watch. “Can we hurry I have a hair appointment.”


It took an iron will but Jessie was very proud of herself for not asking her to leave now then. God bless him, Mark didn’t show any restraint.


“Mother, I told you, we have everything under control.”


“Yes, that’s what I’m afraid of. Which way?” Without waiting, she marched down the hall away from the other three. 


“Please tell me she’s headed the wrong way.” Mark’s tone was dry as summer straw. 


Arabella gave a short snort before she answered. “She is. Hurry, come follow me.” 


Jessie followed the woman in the opposite direction. Mark close on her heals as if wanting to escape before his mother came to a dead end and found her way back.


Arabella wasn’t exactly what Jessie had expected. She dressed like someone out of the 70’s, though the girl was her own age, if not a few years younger. Jessie was jealous of how her blonde hair hung down her back in a loose braid, tendrils escaping everywhere. If Jessie had worn hers that way, it would look as if she hadn’t combed her hair for days, but on Arabella it looked artfully disarrayed. 

A long flowing floral skirt and a baby doll top—anyway that’s what her mother would call it—completed the hippy look. Until Jessie saw Arabella’s feet, of all things, she wore floral rain boots. Jessie held in the chuckle threatening to escape. 


It wasn’t that she was laughing at the girl, she simply found her delightful.    


All thoughts of the wedding planner vanished as Jessie stepped through the doorway into the magical kingdom. The beauty caused something around her heart to squeeze. Moisture blurred her vision. 


“It’s perfect.” 

Though she’d whispered, apparently her words had carried to Arabella. “Everyone loves the Atrium, it’s lovely all year round.”

Mark clasped Jessie’s hand in his, to pull her to the center. “We can have your garden wedding even if it snows. Unlikely this time of year, but you never know.” 

Unbridled joy swished around her senses. She clasped her hands around Mark’s giving a gentle squeeze. His chuckle warmed her. 

“Oh Arabella, this is… I can’t think of another word. It’s just perfect.” 

“Call me Ari.” The shortened name fit her better than Arabella. The girl walked to a small corner where a desk hid behind a large bush. “I’m really sorry Darlene our regular florist isn’t here to go over her ideas. She didn’t want you to catch her cold.”

Jessie stared at the array of blooms around the walled glass. “No I don’t want her cold…” Her words were absent, not really paying attention. She gently touched the velvet petals in every color of the rainbow, seeing the image of her day in its full glory. 

Ari gave a warning combination cough and clearing her throat type noise. “Oh, Mrs. Taylor I wondered where you’d gone.”

Jessie spun and there was her soon to be mother-in-law. Or was that dragon-in-law? A flush of temper radiated over the woman’s cheekbones. 

This was one unhappy woman.

“How dare you?” Breaths came in soft gasps, her chest raising and falling in sync. 

She did a hop-skip-bird-like dance to her son and stuck her nose, or maybe that should be beak, in his face. “You did that on purpose.”  

Jessie spun on her heel, so much safer to study the purple orchard in full bloom center stage of the atrium than to try to console the shrew. Let Mark. She caught of glimpse of Ari, her lips pressed holding in a chuckle. That would be so bad if either of them dared laugh. 

“Now, Mother, we didn’t know where you were going.”

“Don’t you ‘now, Mother’ me young man. Not one of you tried to stop me.” Her tone held an underline of hurt. 

Jessie felt a tinge of guilt, and dared a glance over her shoulder, then noticed the calculating gleam in the woman’s eyes. Exactly the emotion she wanted Mark to feel.

Guilt.

Exasperation warred in Mark’s tone, he laid a hand on his mother’s arm to steer her toward the door. “Mother, the regular florist isn’t here today. Ari will only be showing us a few ideas. We’re not making any decisions today. Why don’t you…”

Jessie strained but the rest of Mark’s words were swallowed by the hall where he’d led his mother. 

She would never leave if she thought for a moment Jessie was really selecting her floral arrangements today. 

Mark strode into the atrium under a thundercloud of irritability. “Mother has one of her ‘headaches’. Apparently her hair appointment will have to wait.”

Now irritation curled around her chest. “You have to leave, right?”

His hands settled on her shoulder, pulling her in to tuck her head under his chin. “I’m so sorry princess. I trust you to pick the very best.”

Swallowing down another round of disappointment, maybe this wedding business wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. “I wanted to do it together.”

Her voice sounded like a ten-year-old. Was it too damn much to have her fiancé be part of the decisions for the wedding? 

“I know. But do you want my mother to help?” Weariness seemed to cloak over him.

Poor Mark he had to deal with his mother and try not to piss Jessie off in the bargain. A juggling act he’d been doing since they’d announced their engagement. 

Time to cut the guy a little slack.

“Go, but if I have all the groomsmen wearing daffodils in their hair you better not complain.”

“You’re the best, Jessie.” His lips brushed hers and turned on the call of the crane—whoops, from his mother. 

She closed her eyes a moment, composed herself until she could plaster a smile on her face. Then she turned toward Ari. 

The assistant had a commiserate expression, “Come on, Darlene has some fabulous mock ups for you to see.”

“You seemed to take that little drama in stride.” Jessie joined Ari at the desk hidden in the far corner.

A laugh bubbled out of Ari, “Oh I’ve seen so much worse.”

“No way.”

“Yes, way. I could write a book.”

“You should.” Calm seeped into her shoulders to loosen the vice that had clamped them. 

Ari snorted. “And get sued? What do you think your future crone-in-law would do if I put this in a book? No, I would rather keep it filed away to remind me why I never want one of those.”


Jessie tilted her head to regard the young woman. She’d bet they were about the same age. Ari was too young to be so cynical. 


Curious, Jessie asked. “You never want to get married?” 


Ari had been in the process of flipping through the portfolio. She glanced up at the question. “I never said that. I just don’t want the baggage. I’m looking for a transplant.”


“Transplant?”


“You know someone who’s not from Manhattan. Chances are mama will be miles away.” She shrugged, smirked and went back to her search. “Here it is.”


Ari twisted the book around for Jessie could see. “Darlene asked me to show you pictures of the Carlson and Pender weddings. She wants to do a combination for yours. After you look them over, I’ll show you the mockup of what she has in mind.” Ari sighed. “I wish we could do some kind of virtual mock up on a computer so a bride could see what her wedding could look like.”


“That would be awesome.” Jessie smiled, Ari looked so despondent about not having whatever computer thing it was, she figured it must be a sore spot with her. Jessie lifted a shoulder then turned her attention to the books. “Oh, look at these. It’s a girls dream, as if to prove to the world fairy tales do come true.” Excitement tickled her scalp. Would hers come true or would Mrs. Taylor ruin everything? 


“Now look at Darlene’s ideas,” Ari said. 


With each page, anticipation at seeing the final results clutched Jessie. How she wanted to see the Atrium filled with the bright flowers and blooms Darlene had in the portfolio. She had no idea what kind of flowers they were. Growing up in a small apartment mid-town, didn’t lend to knowledge of gardening.


She knew what she liked, and she loved the plan. Though Ari was correct, it would have been better had she been able to see something on a computer. 


“Yes. It’s perfect.”


Ari smiled. No, the girl beamed, as if she were the one getting married. “I knew you would. I’ll write up the order. Is there anything else you want to add?”


“No.”


“Darlene had an idea to integrate the design into the cake. It will be in the center…” Ari leaned to point to the middle of the garden. “…On that dais. Surrounding the tables will be beds of red tulips it will give the impression the cake magically raises from the focal point.” 


A lump clutched her windpipe, she couldn’t breathe. She wanted the fairy tale more than she’d realized. 


“Are you okay?” 


Swallowing didn’t help so Jessie nodded. Shit, here came the water works. It was Mark’s mothers fault. Mrs. Taylor was the only person in the world who could make her doubt herself. 


Make her wonder if she were good enough for Mark.


“Hey come on, you’re scaring me here.” Ari smacked her on the back. 


Gulping in air deeply to fill her lungs to calm herself and dislodge the lump, Jessie was finally able to answer. “I’m okay. It’s a bit overwhelming to see your dream developing into reality.”


Ari regarded her shrewdly, “And you’re scared something might happen.”


God, was she that big of an open book? “How did you know?”


“I see young brides every day, remember the stories I could tell? You have the look.”


“The look?” Jessie gave a sniff. 


“Your beautiful wedding, the flowers, the cake it’s almost a reality. You want to pinch yourself to make sure you’re not dreaming.”

The belly laugh that bubbled up and out felt good. “Man you do know this business. Keep going, so far you’re right on the money.”

Ari giggled along as she brushed her blond braid off her shoulder. “And you’re worried you’re knight in shining armor’s mother, who resembles Lizzie Borden, may ruin your fairy tale.”

Jessie couldn’t control the gasp. What had started as laughter had turned to a storm of feelings she’d been holding in for months. Ari had come too close, even though only in jest. 

A gentle arm settled over her shoulders, “Let it out. I’m sorry, Jessie. I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

Wiping her arm across her eyes, Jessie straightened, the air rushed through her mouth and over her teeth. Another swallow and she almost controled herself.

Almost.

“Are you okay now?” Ari leaned away to look her in the eye. “You’ll have your day.”

“I’m the one who’s sorry. I usually don’t fall apart on people, especially if I barely know them.”

“No problem. Weddings are emotional. Do you want to see the design for the cake Cassie drew up?”

Ari flipped another book opened and the cake dazzled. Jessie gulped back another round of drama. She’d probably be asked to leave and never come back if she broke down again.

Everything was exactly how she’d dreamed it would be. 

So why did she have a feeling it would never come to be?








Dear Diary:

Bridal Shower

Something is wrong with Jessie. She’d had such high hopes about picking out flowers, cakes and what-not at the wedding place. When she came home, alone, I knew she was upset. 

Carla trailed behind her into the room. “Hija, tell me. Did you decide?”

Jessie stood in front of me staring. I don’t think she saw anything. Anyway, not anything in the room, it was all inside her mind. As if she watched a movie of the day she’d just had. 

“Jessie?” Carla’s tone questioned. She knew something was wrong too. 

I wanted to reach out with the sleeves of my bolero and take her in my embrace. I swear my lace shivered in my need. Maybe this time I even managed a slight movement, for Jessie focused on me in confusion. 

“Jessie?” Carla repeated.

Jessie turned to face her mother. I could see her shoulders slump. My bodice constricted at the anguished cry she gave as she threw herself into her mother’s arms. 

“Mama…” Her wail of distress ripped over my beads. What had happened to cause my bride such despair?

“My little Hija, what did Mark do?”

“Mrs…” A sniff, then Jessie’s back shivered in emotion. Carla cuddled her closer. 

“Okay what did that hag do this time? Did she tell you the flowers were too cheap?”

I wouldn’t put it past the woman to say something like that. However, I didn’t think Jessie would be this upset over a statement. 

No, something else the wench had said was much more terrible to my bride.

“Mark took her home.”

“Honey, you didn’t get to pick out your flowers? I’m…”

“No mama, I did.” 

Carla led Jessie to the bed and had her sit next to her. The two were facing me now and I was able to see Jessie’s tears gather again for a repeat performance. 

“They were…” A hiccup erupted and Jessie hung her head between her shoulders. “…perfect.”

Perfect? I didn’t understand. 

Carla shook her head as if she did though, her arm whipped around her daughter to snuggle her close. “Don’t worry baby I will not let that woman ruin your day.”

Dawning finally ripped over my lace. 

“Jessie, I won’t let her. Come on you need to put on your happy face.”

Sometimes people say the weirdest things. How can Jessie put on a ‘happy face’? I let that pass, because I more or less understood Carla wanted her daughter to cheer up. 

I had every confidence Carla wouldn’t let Mark’s Burlap bag-of-a-mother ruin Jessie’s day.

So what was up?

“Mama, I just want to be alone for a while, is that okay?”

“Jessie, did you forget your bridal shower?”

“That’s tonight? Oh freak.” Jessie’s gaze flew to the clock, she bounced off the bed as if someone had given her an energy boost. I was glad to see her rebound.

I wanted to find out more about this shower. Did they all take it together or something?








Chapter Eleven




Jessie combed her long black hair in the mirror. She could see Bella behind her. Sun shimmered on the shiny beads over the dresses’ bodice. Something else she wouldn’t experience if Mark’s mother had her way. 


Twisting around on the chair, she regarded the white satin. “Bella, what am I going to do with you?”


Weird, Jessie swore the dress tilted a fraction to the side in question. Ever since she had the gown hanging in her room, she’d become fanciful. The oddest thoughts flittered across her mind.


She shook her head to get the strange ideas out of her mind and turned to finish putting on her makeup for her wedding shower. Soon her friends and relatives would arrive to wish her well.


Would Mrs. Taylor be over her headache and make an appearance? She hoped not. 


Standing, she tilted her head to stare at the ceiling. She really should feel guilty about her thoughts.


Damn it, she didn’t.


The door blew open. Startled, she swung around as two little balls of energy launched at her. 

“Come on, Jessie, we’re here.” Missy her Aunt’s granddaughter had always been able to state the obvious. Jessie figured it was her age.

“Me too Jessie, I’m here too.” Sarah, Mark’s, niece announced.

“And look how pretty both of you are. Let’s go see who else is here.”

“My Mommy is here.” Sarah tugged on her hand to lead her into the living room.

Jessie held her breath until she had time to survey the room. Luck had been with her. Mrs. Taylor must still have her old-fashioned vapors. 

“There you are.” Her mother pulled her into the room. “Sit here, the place of honor.”

God, please don’t let them have a bunch of mindless games to play. Jessie hated those things. Even going with her friends to the male strippers at Pandora’s would be better.

Well duh, that was a no brainer.

“What’s funny?” Her mother gave her a strange look.

Dragging her mind away from the slick dancers she could be enjoying, she grinned at her mother. “Just thinking. You did invite Katie and Joey didn’t you?”

Her mother fisted her hands on her hips, “I’m not a dork. Of course, I invited your best friends.”

“I never said you were a dork.”

“Come. Sit.”

Jessie let herself be pushed into the place of honor and reconciled herself to a night of family torture. 

It seemed days had passed instead of just a couple hours before the last of the guests trailed out of the apartment. Jessie breathed a sigh of relief. It truly hadn’t been as terrible as she’d thought. 

There’d only been the one game. Mostly everyone chatted about the upcoming wedding. She’d even gotten to know some of Mark’s family better. What a relief not to have his mother present. 

A knock on the door rattled over the now silent room. Someone must have forgotten something.

Jessie pulled the door open and encountered Mark’s mother. 

“May I come in?”

She must have been staring, “Oh, I’m sorry.” Jessie stepped back to allow the woman to enter.

“You’ve missed the shower.”

That stopped her. She threw a disgusted look over her shoulder. “Good. We need to talk.”

Apprehension tightened in her gut. Talking was not good. Did Mark know his mother was here? Somehow, Jessie doubted it. 

Jessie led the way to the living room. Streamers, plates and other evidence of the party still scattered. Mark’s mother glanced around in disdain. She wasn’t sure if the woman’s look was from the clutter or the tiny apartment compared to her own large condo.  

“Where’s your mother?”

“Why?” Things were not getting any better. 

“She needs to be here too.”

“Mama walked my aunt and her granddaughter to the train.” Jessie shifted on the couch waiting for the proverbial hatchet to drop. 

And it did. 

“How much?”

No way, Jessie had to have heard wrong. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me young lady, your kind always does.”

“My kind?” Lava bubbled in the pit of her stomach. 

“Hispanic people. You take dollars wherever you can get it. You’re marrying Mark for his money. And that boy has such a kind heart he can’t see through your schemes.”

“My schemes?” The boiling in her tummy had now turned molten. 

“Look if you’re going to repeat everything I say this is going to take a while.”

She’d had enough. Jessie bolted to her feet, as the front door swung open and her mother walked in. 

“Oh…” Her mother stopped mid stride. Took a breath as if girding for a battle. 

If only she knew, Jessie thought. 

“Please join us Mrs. Perez.” Mrs. Taylor imperiously ordered.

Jessie raised a brow and waited for the fireworks. 

She didn’t have long to wait. 

Her mother drew herself up to her impressive height of five foot nothing, “May I remind you to the fact you are in my home.”

Mrs. Taylor huffed. “This is hardly a home.”

Oh God, the fireworks have arrived.

Jessie’s mother spun on her sensible shoe heels marched to the door, swung it wide and nodded in the direction of the outside hall. “Out.”

This was so not good. Especially when Mrs. Taylor let her bottom drop to the chair, folded her arms over her chest as a stubborn six-year-old might. 

“Are you deaf too?” Jessie’s hotheaded mama shouted, as if Mrs. Taylor were actually deaf. “I said out of my home.”

Calmly the woman seemed to stifle a yawn as if she were actually bored. “I’m not leaving until this is settled.”

Jessie swung her gaze to her mother expecting to see steam coming out of her ears. She knew her mother well. The door swung shut with a resounding slam.

With four short strides, her mother stood toe to toe with Mark’s mother. With her advantage, she glared down. “What are we settling?”

“Mama,” Jessie said softly. 

Her tone must have caught her mother’s attention. She turned her attention to Jessie. “Yes, Hija?”

“Let’s all sit down.” When her mother didn’t budge, “Please?”

“Fine.” Her mother chose the chair directly across from Mrs. Taylor.

Jessie sucked in her breath to wait for the question. After all she was pretty sure it would be the same. 

“How much will it take?” 

Jessie had to give her mother credit. She really did look bewildered. Then her mother could be on the naïve side. 

“How much what?”

“Money. What do you two want?”

Before Jessie had time to master the volcano that threatened to blow from the depths of her soul, her mother answered.

“I want to have a beautiful peaceful wedding for my daughter. Do you think you can manage to let the two kids have that?”

“No. Mark will be coming into a lot of money. I’m afraid your daughter will not do at all.”

“Hey I’m right here.” Jessie hadn’t bothered to sit. Taking her mother’s toe-to-toe stance with Mrs. Taylor, she looked down her nose at the woman. “I love Mark and he loves me.”

“He only thinks he does because his father and I told him he couldn’t have you.”

“I am not a possession. Mark is a big boy he can decide these things for himself.”

“Not when he’s thinking with something inside his pants instead of his brain.”

Her mother flew to her feet, and Jessie found herself pushed to the side. “Don’t you dare talk that way to my daughter. Why can’t you just let them be happy? What is wrong with you?”

“Mark is different from your daughter. He has a responsibility to the family. Jessie will not fit in with our friends. She is not equipped with the social etiquette to entertain Mark’s colleagues.”

Uncertainty shot an arrow into her heart. She’d had the same argument with Mark. It wasn’t that she wasn’t intelligent, she knew she was. However, Mark had been born with a silver spoon. Not so, for her. 

It wasn’t anything that could be taught. 

His mother was right she didn’t have the proper society skills.

The two women were doing fine with their argument as if she weren’t there, so why did she need to be? 

In her room, she softly shut the door behind her. Leaning against the solid wood, she let her chin drop to her chest.

What should she do?

Moonlight shimmered through the blinds. Thousands of beads winked on Bella. Shoving away from the door, she crossed to stand in front of the gown where it rested on the dress mannequin. 

“Well Bella, I may not wear you after all.” Trick of the light, it had to be. Otherwise, how could she explain that Bella’s bodice shivered? “Sometimes Bella, you can be a bit creepy. You know like those pictures that have eyes that follow you wherever you move? I swear you can understand me. Here I am talking to you. Maybe I’m nuts.”

The chuckle made her feel a bit better. It didn’t solve her dilemma though. 

Jessie kicked off her shoes, and found her nightgown. She might as well get ready for bed. Then she noticed the blinking light on her cell. Picking the phone up, she checked the message. 

Mark. 

She needed to hear his voice, for reassurance if nothing else. She hit his number stored in the phones memory and waited. After a few rings she heard a groggy hello. 

“Oh Mark, I’m sorry I didn’t think you’d be asleep yet.”

He sounded more alert when he realized who it was. She usually didn’t call this late. 

“Can you meet me at the all night deli around the corner from here?”

His “Now?” didn’t sound too thrilled.

“I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important, you know that Mark.” 

He finally agreed, she set her nightgown back on the bed, and turned toward the door and paused. Raised voices filtered through the wall. 

There was no way she wanted to walk into the war zone again. She wasn’t sixteen anymore, but she wasn’t too old to take the fire escape. 

A few minutes later she had a cup of coffee, as she sat in the corner table to wait for her fiancé. Would they still be engaged in an hour? 

That was the question.

Mark walking through the door of the deli was the most welcome sight she’d seen in a long time. 

“Princess what’s wrong?”

“Your mother.”

“Jess, I’m sorry I couldn’t stay to help with the flowers. I told my mother no matter what she did I was not going to call off the wedding.”

“Mark, I didn’t call you in a panic because you didn’t help me with the damn flowers.” 

His brow hiked up at her hot tone. “Okay, then what upset you about my mother?”

“She’s at my house right now trying to buy us off.”

His screech warred with the loud scrap of his chair when it flew back as he shot to his feet. “What?”

The few patrons in the café roused themselves enough to stare in their direction. “She came after the shower and asked me how much money it would take for me to leave you. My mother came home from walking my aunt to the station about then and took over the argument.”

Without looking, Mark reached for his chair pulled it under him to sit. Leaning his elbows on the table he buried his head in his hands. After a minute he looked up at her, the despair she saw mirrored her own that simmered in her belly.

“What are we going to do, Mark? She’s not going to let us have our wedding.” Jessie reached across to pull one of his hands into her grasp. “She’s right you know, I don’t have the same background as you, I’m not going to fit in with your family.”

“The hell you aren’t, Princess, you fit with me that’s what counts. I’m not going to let my mother stop anything.” Again the chair scooted away, a little more silent this time. “Come on, let’s take care of this nonsense once and for all.”

Jessie took his hand and let him pull her to feet. “Are we eloping?”

He chuckled. “No. You’re going to have your fairy tale, Princess.”

When they were at her apartment, he turned to her as if something had just come to him. “How did you get out without them seeing you?” 

“I went out the window and down the fire escape.” The two women’s voices were still raised in heated argument and carried through the door and into to the hall.

Mark’s eyebrow almost touched his hairline. “The fire escape?” He shook his head. “Man we’re going to have our hands full when the kids come.”

Love filled her chest and she stepped into him. His arms wrapped her in his warmth. It was exactly what she needed to store up her defenses for the skirmish to come.

“Are you ready to face the dragon?” His words feathered over her ear chasing a shiver down her spine. 

She stepped away, straightened her shoulders, and grinned. “Let’s go Sir Lancelot.”

Both their mother’s stopped talking at once and stared at them as they walked in. Jessie let Mark take control. 

“Hello, Mother. Out a little late aren’t you?” He stepped over to Jessie’s mother leaned down and gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “Are you okay, Carla?”

Tears streaked down her mother’s face. Jessie’s hands fisted. She tucked them in her pockets, safer there than heading toward Mrs. Taylors face. 

Her mother nodded, yes, to Mark’s question. He straightened and regarded his mother. 

“So how much?”

“We were still trying to figure out their price.” His mother answered in a sulk.

“No, Mother. I meant how much will it take for you to leave us alone?”

“What? You think you can pay me off?”

Mark glanced first at Jessie, then her mother and then answered. “You thought you could pay them off. Isn’t that your theory that everyone has their price? So what’s yours?”

She stood and walked to her son. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m just saving you hurt. If we pay them off now, then that kind heart of yours won’t be broken when you find out how you’ve been used.”

Mark turned to Jessie. “You using me?”

“No. I love you.” 

Mark faced his mother again. “She loves me. I’ll take you home now.” 

 








Dear Diary;

Counting down


Jessie still slept even though the sun slanted through the blinds. I really didn’t blame her, she’d been up very late. I had been shocked when she’d actually climbed out the window. 


While she was gone, I’d been afraid the two women were going to cause each other bodily harm. I couldn’t hear everything, but I understood enough. 


Then Jessie had come home, and I could hear Mark’s voice. The voice of reason and it wasn’t long after there was quiet. When Jessie came to bed she’d had a dopey grin on her face.


Relief had untangled my Alencon from its knots. There would be a wedding. Now it was down to days. Soon I would drape over Jessie and she would be the most beautiful bride. 


I still felt the sting of disappointment we were not soul mates, but I couldn’t have asked for a better bride. I still missed Cecie, but Jessie had stolen my heart. 


She had sass. 


I certainly couldn’t see Cecelia climbing out the window and down the fire escape. My chapel train wiggled in laughter over the thought. 


A muffled sigh came from Jessie and I shifted to see her stirring from her slumber. I wonder what is in store for today. 


Just like I imagined a princess would do, Jessie sat up in bed arms stretching above her head. Her soft mouth stretched in a yawn. She closed her eyes as she rolled her shoulders. Then her eyes opened and she twisted her head and grinned at me. 


“Good Morning, Bella. Things are going to be better now.”


She scrambled out of the bed, grabbed her robe and hummed—I’m not kidding my bride could carry a tune—her way to the bathroom. I heard the shower running. 


Funny, none of her guests took an actual shower at her bridal shower the night before.


What’s up with that?


My question went unanswered. Maybe someday I’d find out. Jessie came out in her work outfit. I was glad to know she would only have one job after she married her Mark.


“Bella, I’ll be late tonight.”


It’s just so frustrating when I can’t ask why. But luck was with me because Jessie told me.


“After work I’m meeting Katie and Joey at the dress shop to pick out their bridesmaid dresses.”


This was good news. Not only was my bride in a good mood, even after last night she was moving ahead with the wedding.


I’m not sure I would if I was the bride and the mother-in-law tried to pay me off with sequins and beads.








Chapter Twelve




Jessie glanced at her watch for the millionth time. The day seemed to drag on forever. Why was she so excited to pick the bridesmaid dresses out? Well she knew she wanted to tell her friends all about the flowers. 


She stopped mid-stride. No, she was not going to tell anyone about the flowers. She’d told Mark but that was it. Everyone else would be surprised. 


She almost ripped her apron in her haste to leave work. Joey and Katie were waiting impatiently at Gormon’s, the dress shop where Katie promised had the best deals. In fact, some of the dresses were ‘gently’ used designer gowns for a very low price. 


“Now remember Jess, you promised we didn’t have to wear anything that looks like a table cloth.” Katie reminded her the minute she arrived.

 
“Why would I want you guys to wear something like that?” The shudder followed down to her tailbone. “Believe me I’m thinking solid color.”


“Good. And you said we didn’t need to be exactly the same.” It was Joey’s turn to remind.


“I remember, honest. Let’s see what they have.”


The sales person led them to a private salon, then took Katie off to find a dress. Jessie had decided it would be more fun to do them separately so she had one of them to give opinions instead of having both in the dressing rooms at the same time. 


Joey laid a hand on Jessie’s knee. “How’s Mark’s mother?”


“Oh we need Cosmos for this conversation.” Jessie laughed, then sobered when Katie walked out of the dressing room. “Oh no, you can’t wear that.”


Dismay spread over Katie’s delicate features. She looked down at herself then back to Jessie. “What’s wrong?”


“Yeah, she looks hot,” Joey said.


“I know. No one will be looking at the bride. Bella would be insulted.”


Katie gave a relieved laugh. “Oh you’re joking.”


“No, you look too good. You’ll out shine me.” Jessie stood to do a walk around her friend. “I love it. What do you two think?”

“I love it too.” Katie smiled and walked to the mirror twisting in all directions to check out her gown. 


“What’s the damage?” Jessie sucked in her breath and waited for the total. Katie named the price. “That’s all? Do you want to wear the dress?”


“Yes. Joey, there is an awesome dress in almost the same color.” Katie returned to the dressing room. 


Joey went with the sales person and a few minutes later Katie joined Jessie on the couch. 


“How’s Mark’s mom treating you?”


Jessie burst out with a snort. “Joey asked the same thing. I’ll tell you the same. We need Cosmos for the discussion.”


“That bad?”


“Worse.”


“Oh, look.” 


Jessie switched her focus to Joey who’d come out of the dressing room. The gown was the same as Katie’s but it wasn’t. The differences were so subtle it wasn’t noticeable at first.


“Man, you two are going to take over the show.” She glanced at Katie. “What do you think?”


“She’s hot. Joey how do you like it?”


“I’m hot.” 


The three chuckled at Joey’s reply. Luckily, the price was the same. Under budget. Another cause for Cosmos though Jessie really didn’t want to talk about Mrs. Taylor.


Maybe it would be therapeutic to vent to her friends. Not too far from the dress shop, on Bleecker street, was a club that had awesome cocktails. That’s where they’d go. 


After the waitress deposited three waters and took their drink order, the grilling started. 


“Spill, girl. What has Mark’s hag of a mother done this time.” Katie sipped on her water while she waited for Jessie’s answer.

“She thought I’d take money and call off the wedding.”


Joey spit out the gulp she’d just taken. “What?”


“You heard. Last night she showed up after everyone had left the shower and asked how much it would take."


“Get out!” Katie slammed her glass onto the table. “That bitch.”


“What happened?” Joey asked.


“I called Mark.” Jessie didn’t feel the need to mention she’d snuck out like they’d all done when they were in grade school. “He came over and told his mother she didn’t have a say in anything.”


Katie gave a dreamy sigh. “You are so lucky. Where are the rest of the Mark’s in the world?”


“I want to know that too.” Joey laughed. “All the good ones are taken.”


“You guys will find someone. If you remember, I didn’t think I was ever going to get married. Then Mark stumbled into my coffee shop out of the rain.” 


Katie looked to the ceiling. “Hurry God, I need a man to stumble into my life.”


“Dork.” Joey hit her on the shoulder. 


The waitress arrived to place their pink cocktails on the table. A few sips later, the subject of Mark’s mother continued, much to Jessie’s displeasure. 


“Have you ever thought about disposing of her?” Katie eyed her over the rip of her glass.


“You mean like Jessie’s going to hire some thug to take her out or something?” Joey sounded like she actually liked the idea.


“No, maybe trip her so she’d fall down the hole of an outhouse or something,” Katie explained. 


Jessie smothered a laugh, “Yes, and there are so many of those around Manhattan.”


“You know what I mean.” Katie pouted. 


“Actually I don’t.” Jessie let the cool sweet liquid slide down her throat.


Katie scowled at her but at least her friend let the subject drop. If there had been a privy in New York though, it would have been a great idea.


“What are you doing for flower girls?” Joey sipped her gaze focused over Jessie’s left shoulder.


When she twisted to see what had Joey’s attention, she wasn’t surprised to find six foot of gorgeous hunk. Too bad for her friend he had an equally gorgeous date. 


Jessie grinned at Joey. “Focus, the man’s got a woman hanging on his arm.”


Katie snapped her fingers. “See, they’re all taken.”


“Yeah. It’s depressing.” Joey drained the rest of her martini glass as if to solidify her statement.


Jessie laughed then brought the subject around. “Flower girls? Remember those little ones who prance down the aisle ahead of the bridesmaids?”


Joey frowned in her direction. “Okay, make us talk about your happy day while we’re wallowing in our little pity party about having no men in our lives.”


“See this?” Jessie held up her index finger and thumb and rubbed them together. “It’s the smallest violin playing for your sorrow.”


Katie snorted, then coughed having just taken a sip of her Cosmo. “She has you there Joey. Alright Miss Bride, are you having your aunt’s granddaughter?”


“Yes, and because Mama found such a bargain on Bella I’m having Mark’s niece Sarah also.” 


“What are they wearing?” Joey then turned to the waitress who had arrived at the table. “I’ll have one more, please.”


Jessie contemplated her almost empty glass. She would be taking the subway. “I’ll have another one also, Kate?”


“Oh you bet. These are the best.” 


The waitress’s chuckle floated over her shoulder as she left their table. Jessie realized she felt more unruffled than she had in the last month. 


Friends were the best medicine. Or maybe it was the pink cocktails, she didn’t care. She felt better.


“I wanted to wait to see what you two decided for your dresses. I have a date with the two little ones tomorrow. We’re going to Macy’s over on 34th.”


“Is Mark’s sister okay with that?” Katie asked, as if taking his niece to anywhere but Neiman Marcus would be a tragedy. 


To hell with Mark’s pampered family, Jessie chose to misunderstand. “What’s wrong with Macy’s?”


Joey barked in what Jessie thought might have been a laugh. “Just that the prices aren’t over the moon, what are you thinking Jessie? Bargain basement?”


“I’m sorry. I refuse to break my budget to please. And Carmon isn’t like her mother the snobby Claudia Taylor.”


The look Katie gave her was a skeptical, ‘If you say so.’


“I say so, now let’s change the subject.”


“Bachelorette party, when and where?” Joey raised her martini along with a brow.


“I tell you, Pandora’s is the place.” Katie shrugged. 


“Okay Pandora’s but don’t be disappointed when I don’t dance on the tables.”


“Deal. Now when? Between your two jobs, and wedding obligations you’re always busy.” Joey had pulled out her notepad to scribble, Jessie wasn’t sure what. 


“Friday night.”


Katie gave a soft squeal. “As in this week? That’s two days away how are we supposed to plan it that fast.”


Jessie looked to the heavens and then to her two friends. “You’ve been bugging me for how long I thought you’d at least have it planned if not the date. One of the girls at Java Hut needed to switch nights with me. I only found out this morning. I don’t mind if the three of us have a girl’s night at my house.”


“No way, this has to be the event of the year. It’s your send off party so you don’t forget your friends,” Joey declared. 


“I’m not going anywhere. I’m getting married for hell sakes. Mark will let me out from time to time for good behavior.” Jessie laughed. Sometimes she cracked herself up. Her friends were acting as if she was moving to Siberia or something.


Between her soon to be mother-in-law, if she could even think of Claudia Taylor in those terms, and her friends, she was going to be bonkers before the wedding. Poor Mark.


When the waitress made another appearance, Jessie thought it prudent to call a halt to their afternoon Cosmos. She needed to be sober in a few hours to work at her second job. Though being a little tipsy might help pass the time. 


Outside, they gave each other hugs and set off for their various stations. Bleecker was close to most the trains, but since they all had to take different ones they had to part ways. 
Jessie smiled as she watched her friends leave. What would she ever do without those two? Good thing she didn’t have to find out. 


She slid her card through the scanner and waited on the platform for the Six train. Once on board, she closed her eyes and went over her list of to-do things for the wedding. 


Slipping a mickey to Claudia before the wedding so she wouldn’t cause problems should probably be crossed off.


Why not? It was a damn good idea.








Dear Diary;

Flower girls


I’ve decided little girls are a delight. I’d never had any experience with the little darlings until now. Jessie had plans to take the two girls to some place called Macy’s. An argument had ensued the minute Mark’s mother had arrived.


 Jessie had escaped into the room with the two little ones. I assume to escape the quarrelling between Carla and the burlap bag, Mark’s Mother, about their destination. I couldn’t blame her. It sounded like they might even be tearing out each other’s hair.


Carla had very pretty hair, I’d be sad to see it go. 


“Sarah what do you think of Bella?” Jessie stood in front of me, a girl on each side. 


Sarah angled her head to look up at Jessie, “Why did you name her?”


“Yeah?” The other little girl, Missy, piped in. 

“I didn’t, the lady who made Bella is a very famous designer and she names all her creations. I’ve watched her on a TV show.”

Two pair of bewildered eyes stared at her. Clearly neither of them had seen the show. The only reason I knew about it was because Heidi had been so excited about her interview. She had gushed about it for weeks until all of us had wanted to stuff lace in her mouth. 

 
“Well it’s a program on television and Heidi, that’s the lady who made Bella, said she calls them all her girls. They also have certificates with their names, like when you were born you had a birth certificate.”


Sarah’s eyes widened in her small face, wonder radiated. “You mean Bella was borned?”


“Not exactly, she was designed.” Jessie grinned at the girl. Then she reached out and gently touched my lace. A ripple of pleasure raced over my ribbons. 


“Bella is made of satin, lace and these little beautiful beads. Heidi started with a bolt of fabric.”


Missy jumped and raised her hand as if she were in school. “Oh, Oh, I know. It’s like Nana does when she makes my dresses for church.”


“That’s right.” Jessie beamed at the little girl for knowing what she meant.


Sarah still looked bewildered. “How come you don’t go to the store and buy your dress for church?”


Missy shrugged, apparently she didn’t know any different. Jessie patted Sarah on the shoulder. “Dresses at the store are made also. My aunt, Missy’s Nana, takes delight in making Missy’s dresses herself. Sarah when you go to school aren’t you proud when you draw a picture for your mommy?”


Sarah considered so long I didn’t think she was going to answer. “I guess so.”


Clearly, the small girl still wasn’t grasping what Jessie was trying to impart. Apparently, my bride came to the same conclusion.


“Sarah, Missy, gently feel this material.” 



Two small hands reached out, my satin was aquiver. I can’t describe the energy that transferred to my lace. These two small ones would grow up and want to wear a dress like me someday.


From this day forward, I would be in their fantasies.








Chapter Thirteen




Jessie tried to ignore her mother and Mrs. Taylor in the other room. That was, until she heard the obvious sound of glass shattering. 


“Girls, you stay here. Be careful of Bella.”


“Why can’t we go? Aren’t we going to get our dresses?” Missy slanted her young face to the side in question.


“In a minute, honey. I’ll be right back.” She left before either of the young girls could stop her. 


The battle zone looked worse for wear. Her favorite dish, the one she’d found at a swap meet, was nowhere to be seen. A flash of blue caught her eye and with a sinking feeling she bent to pick up the shard that twinkled with the morning sun. 


Upon closer inspection, she knew the bowl would never hold an orange in her new kitchen when she and Mark set up house. Anger ran the gambit through her nerves. 


She squared her shoulders to face down the dragon lady and her normally nice Mama.


“Just what the hell is going on here? Are you trying to kill each other? Or teach the girls bad manners?” She let her brow lift and waited.


“She doesn’t want any dresses from a cheap store like Macy’s.” Her Mama referred to Claudia as if she were the lowest form of bug. Why had she brought Sarah instead of Carmon? Didn’t matter now, the damage was done. 


The gargoyle had probably insisted she accompany her granddaughter, afraid Jessie would corrupt her with her bargain basement tastes. Gritting her teeth, she tried counting to ten. When that didn’t work, she did fifteen.


No use, nothing could salvage the situation.


“It’s not going to do any good to break things. Missy and Sarah are ready to go. Are you two?”



Jessie wondered if she could pull off sneaking down the fire escape to take the girl’s shopping on her own. Straightening, she sucked in her breath.


She looked from her mother’s beet red face to Claudia’s equally crimson one. It could work.


“You two try to play nice. I’ll get the two girls.”


As the door closed behind her, she barely caught Mrs. Taylors words. “We are going to Macy’s over my dead body.”


To bad that couldn’t be arranged.


Jessie would settle for the next best thing.


She found the two little girls, ogling Bella. Both turned when they heard the soft snap. 


“How would you two like an adventure?”


Their eyes lit up, and both little heads nodded eagerly. Jessie placed her slim finger to her lips cast a glance over her shoulder at the door. Voices raised in anger. 

Good they were still occupied.  

None of this arguing would be happening if Mark’s sister had brought Sarah. Moving to the window, she pushed up the frame, then cringed as a screech rifled through the room. If she continued to sneak out, she’d need to oil the window. A quick look at her door indicated things were good to go. 

“Come on.” Jessie threw a leg over the sill. 

Once she stood on the fire escape, she looked down. What the hell was she thinking? She turned to climb back in as the two mother’s voices raised another notch. The two giggling girls looked at her expectantly. She was about the same age when she’d first snuck out with Katie and Joey. Another crash sounded from the living room.

It was safer to go this way. She’d face retribution later. 

She helped the two little ones out onto the ledge. “Both of you have to be really careful and do what I say, okay?”

Jessie chanced a look down to the street. The four stories looked a hell of a lot higher than it normally did. Sarah and Missy were holding hands and huge grins graced their faces. 

They were having the time of their life. 

“I’ll go down first, Sarah you next, and Missy you follow.”

Jessie carefully backed down the ladder. As soon as she was down far enough to give Sarah room, she beckoned for the little girl. With a giggle, Sarah turned as Jessie had done her toe searched and finally found the rung. 

Jessie held a hand to Sarah’s back until she was safe.

Then Jessie helped Missy to follow. Once both had reached the first rung, Jessie told them to hold tight while she went down one more. Jessie looked up to beckon them to do the next. Their eyes wide with an equal mixture of excitement and fear as they took each step of the journey one rung at a time.

 Both girls left a trail of delighted snickers in their wake. When they were all safely on the ground in the alley behind the building, Jessie led them in a round of ring around the fire ladder.

“Okay, let’s hurry so we can catch the train.” Jessie grabbed a small hand of each girl.

Sarah turned her wide-eyed gaze up to Jessie, “We’re going on the subway? Oh, Grandma Taylor’s going to be really mad.”

Wouldn’t that be great? “You’re with me you won’t be in trouble.”

The three dodged foot traffic. The click of their steps echoed as they ran down the sidewalk to the station. Careful to keep them in front of her, she let them buy their own ticket. First Sarah, then Missy, slid their card in the reader. Jessie followed them through the turnstile to the platform. 

Apprehension clenched her chest, two small girls were a huge responsibility. Here she was in a New York subway with a train racing to a stop in front of them. What would she do if something happened? 

Now that the adrenalin rush had worn off from her anger and secret get-a-way, she couldn’t believe what she’d done. God, what had she been thinking to take these two precious girls down the fire escape? Forget, she’d done it her first time with her friends around the same age. That was beside the point. She was supposed to be a grown-up. Acid swirled in her stomach. She inhaled to calm herself.

Mark’s mother was driving her completely insane. 

Literally.

She looked around at the passengers. What she saw relaxed her shoulders. Many mothers had young children. Someday soon, she hoped to have a child and most likely she’d be bringing her baby or toddler with her on the train.

This was everyday life in New York.

After the three found seats, Jessie hid her smile at Missy’s superior attitude. She’d been chattering non-stop informing Sarah about all the do’s and don’ts of riding the subway. Everything was, “Nana said this,” or “Nana said that.” 

Sarah listened solemnly to everything her new friend told her. Jessie hoped that once she married Mark the two little girls would have a chance to see each other often. 

“34th street stop is next, that’s us.” Jessie stood, but motioned the girls to wait. When the train had stopped, she helped them off. 

Once on the street, they could see Macy’s and the target of their big adventure. Flower girl dresses.

 Stopping inside at the front of the store, Jessie glanced around for a legend. There it was by the escalator. 

“Jessie I need to go to the bathroom.” Sarah announced loud enough for the people in Jersey to hear.

“Me too,” Missy agreed.

Luck was good. There was a restroom by the little girls department. First things first. 

“Let’s go.”

Once the girls had refreshed themselves, washed hands they were ready for their dresses. Jessie had a catalog in her bag from Macy’s. There was a Cinderella dress on sale she’d loved it the minute she’d seen it. It was perfect. 

Rhinestone and pearl detail at the waist and a crinkle skirt with netted hem. A little girl’s dream. 

The dresses would compliment Bella. 

She took a quick inventory of the girls to make sure they had clothes, shoes and everything else in place or tied. Jessie swung the bathroom door wide and the three of them stepped out and faced a fire-breathing dragon.

“Just what the hell did you think you were doing taking my grandchild?” Claudia Taylor’s angry face tilted into Jessie’s, her mouth in a snarl and hands opened like claws under her tight chin.

Jessie took a step back knocking into one of the girls, she wasn’t sure which one. She was too nervous to take her eyes off the enraged woman. 

“Ah, you…” Jessie swallowed down her nerves. 

She knew she was stuttering, but damn she’d thought she had enough time to at least show the little ones their dresses. Have time for them to try them on, see how pretty they’d be.

Mrs. Taylor must have discovered them gone as soon as they’d cleared the alley. She must have been in hot pursuit before the three of them had reached the subway station. 

It was time to grow some backbone and stand up to the woman. What if the beast was a head taller than her? Courage wasn’t counted in physical stature.

“Look Mrs. Taylor. Obviously you knew we were coming to Macy’s to pick out flower girl dresses.”

“That is beside the point. You kidnapped my granddaughter.” The woman’s voice upped an octave with each word. 

Jessie looked around in worry. She didn’t want to be arrested only days before the wedding for kidnapping one of the flower girls.

Jessie caught sight of her mother as she rounded the corner by the escalator. Her relief was short lived when she caught her mother’s expression.

She had thought Mrs. Taylor was in a temper. Nothing, and she meant nothing, compared to Carla Perez in a fit of temper. The tapping of her mother’s heels preceded a few seconds before she stood in front of Jessie.  

“Mama,” Jessie said. “Let’s step into the rest room where we can have a little privacy.”

Shooing the two little girls further into the room so the adults could follow and shut the door, Jessie beckoned for Mark’s mother and her own. Neither woman was of a mind to move.

This was just great. Now what was she going to do? People were already stopping to stare. 

“Jessie Marie Perez.” Oh dear. Her full name. Her mother was royally pissed. “What in heaven’s name were you thinking taking those two little girls down the fire escape?”

Jessie didn’t have time to even swallow, let alone answer before Mrs. Taylor screeched loud enough to scare the dogs for blocks. 

“What?” Claudia Taylor, if possible, had raised her voice another couple of octaves. 

They had the attention of every patron in Macy’s. Next it would be on the five o’clock news. Jessie Perez kidnaps flower girls, takes them down the fire escape, and they rode the subway to the department store.

Jessie’s mother was not going to let Mark’s mom take over. Nope. She knew her mother was out of the reasoning zone, nothing to do but ride the tidal wave and face the consequences. 

“Do…you…know…what…could…have…happened?” Each word punctuated with a drop of spittle spray. “They could have fallen to their deaths!”

Carla Perez’s chest rose as she filled her lungs for the next lecture. Jessie was always impressed at this side of her petite mother, who looked like she wouldn’t harm a fly.

Yeah, unless she was pissed off. Then get the hell away.

Fast.

“You, Jessie, you deserve to fall and break your fool neck. Is this what you’re going to do with my precious grandbabies when they come? Huh? I just want to know because I need to go to the doctor now and get some nervous pills.”

Jessie had a moment to wonder if there was such a thing, before the backseat quarterback dragon stepped into the fray.

“Mark is going to hear about this. You daft girl. Now you’ve done it. What I couldn’t accomplish in months, you have in one afternoon. Now there will be no wedding.” 

She reached a hand, or claw toward Sarah, who backed away as if she knew it wasn’t safe to be within breathing distance. “Sarah, come with your Grandmother.”

Did she think the little girl needed to be reminded who she was? Sarah was having none of it. She folded her arms across her chest. Stubborn washed over her stance. 

“I’m staying with Jessie. We’ve been on an adventure and we’re getting our flower girl dresses.” She turned her head and glared at Missy as if daring the other little girl to defy her. “Aren’t we?”

Missy squared her shoulders, her petite Adams apple bobbed, “Yes, we are.”

Jessie grabbed the two little hands, “Excuse us we’re going to find our Cinderella dresses.”

“Yeah we’re going to be Cinderella’s,” Missy agreed.

Their exit was ruined when Mrs. Taylor and her Mother both stepped in front of them. Mrs. Taylor was the first to speak. “I don’t think so. You are not going anywhere with my granddaughter.”

There was enough space between the two women to afford Jessie a view of the Woman’s department and what she saw made her want to curl up and hide. Marching toward them was a security guard. He really didn’t look like he loved his job. Correction he might like it a bit too much.

“Is there something wrong ladies?” The officer asked. 

“This woman kidnapped my granddaughter.” Mrs. Taylor looked down her nose at the man. 

“Mine too.” 

“Mama.” Jessie glared at her mother. 

“Okay so she kidnapped my grand-niece.”

“Mother.” Jessie still held the two girls hands. Who clung to her legs like glue. 

“Jessie didn’t do anything she just took us on an adventure, sir.” Sarah peeked around Jessie to impart her portion of the conversation.

“Yeah. We’re buying Cinderella’s.” Missy chimed in.

“Miss, please let go of the girls.” The officer instructed.

“Arrest her.”

Jessie stared, “Mother.” The word was getting old, but it seemed to be the only thing she could say.

“Why don’t we all go to the office and sort this out?” He asked more kindly than Jessie would have thought possible under the circumstances. When none of them budged he added, “Please?”

“Okay, come on Missy, Sarah.” Jessie led the way after the man. 

This left the two older women to follow the parade. Jessie kept her gaze glued to the officer’s back. There was no way she wanted to look at any of the gawkers. 

How embarrassing. 



The small office seemed to shrink when they all piled in. Once seated, the officer regarded the crowd of females with a puzzled look of how to proceed. 

“Would someone like to explain what’s going on?”

When all three of the women started to speak at once, he raised a hand. “Hold on.”

Sarah and Missy stood on either side of Jessie as if she needed protection. She placed an arm around each of them, letting them snuggle into her. With the warmth of these two little ones wrapped around her, she could face anything.  

She knew her mother would cool off eventually. Mark’s mother caused the most worry. Would she really press charges? Jessie was sure she’d soon find out.

“I’m Officer Callie.” He gave a brief nod then directed his attention to Jessie. “Miss?”

“Perez.” Jessie tightened her hold on her little bodyguards. “Call me Jessie.”

“Okay Jessie, start at the beginning please.”

Where did she begin? Before that morning? Good as place as any. Maybe she should tell him to settle in and grab some coffee. She could use some. 

By the impatience radiating around Mrs. Taylor, it probably wouldn’t be prudent to suggest anything. She might as well get the explanation over.

“Sarah and Missy.” Jessie indicated the little ones next to her. “Are going to be my flower girls…”

“Sarah is not going to be a flower girl after this fiasco.” Mrs. Taylor interjected. 

“Grandmother!” Sarah lowered her brows to glare at the woman.

Jessie continued as if she hadn’t been interrupted. “…I planned to bring them here to Macy’s to buy them the Cinderella dresses you have.”

Missy bounced up and added, “Yeah we’re going to be Cinderella’s.”

“And both of you are going to be beautiful.” Jessie winked at each of them. “Anyway, Mrs. Taylor thought I should go to another store to buy the dresses.”

“Yes. She thinks my Hija is full of money.” Her mother added and turned to glare and her adversary. Apparently, Jessie was forgiven for her escapade with the little ones. 

Officer Callie frowned, “Hija?”

“Daughter,” her mother answered. Her tone indicating he was something less than intelligent for not knowing the word.

Thankfully the officer chose to ignore her sarcasm. “I still don’t understand.”

“The little girls were in my room looking at my wedding dress.”

“Bella. She is so pretty.” Missy’s tone clearly wistful.

“Who’s Bella?” Callie asked in bewilderment.

“Bella is Jessie dress,” Sarah said.

Jessie held her chuckle in over Sarah’s disgruntled tone. 

Officer Callie turned his attention to her, his expression bemused. “You named your dress.”

“It’s a long story and doesn’t have anything to do with the situation.”

He gave her a look that clearly stated he thought she was nuts and fast losing his patience. 

“Mother and Mrs. Taylor were in the living room arguing about where to buy the dresses. I can’t afford to shop at Neiman Marcus so I left with the girls and brought them here while they were still occupied.” Jessie didn’t see any reason the security guard of Macy’s needed to know she’d left via the fire escape.

“You forgot how you kidnapped the two girls.” Mark’s mother interjected.

“Oh, for goodness sakes I didn’t kidnap them. You brought Sarah over for me to take shopping. I went out the back way. We took the subway to the store. What in the world is the big deal?”

Claudia Taylor stood to glare down at her. “The back way was four flights down the fire escape.” 

Jessie didn’t meet the woman’s eyes. She swallowed down her mounting guilt and muttered. “There is that.”  

Officer Callie raised his shaggy brows, or was it just one big one? Jessie couldn’t tell. “You took these two little girls down the fire escape?”

“We were really careful. It was an adventure.” Missy beamed, and Sarah nodded in agreement.

More and more, Jessie wished she’d never thought of the idea. At the time, it hadn’t seemed so bad. They had been careful. Nothing had happened.

One of the girls could have died if they’d fallen. The acid in her stomach returned to boiling and settled in her chest; heartburn of a different kind. 

Once again, she wondered what she’d been thinking?








Dear Diary:

Consequence time


I had a bad feeling when I watched those two little girls follow Jessie out the window. Trepidation tangled along my chapel train when the two mothers had discovered what they’d done. 


It had been hours since the women had left together to find Jessie and the little ones. I hope everything’s fine. 


The sun has started to dip. Shadows are lengthening across the room. It’s irritating to listen to nothing but the ticking of the clock on Jessie’s dresser. 


My bead’s shimmered in relief at the sound of someone arriving home. I waited. Still no voices.


Then the bedroom door swung wide. Jessie marched in, Mark close behind. The snap of it closing behind him caused a tremor to run over my lace.


I didn’t like the anger spread across Mark’s cheekbones. He was not happy with his bride. And the pout on Jessie’s usual soft mouth indicated she wasn’t exactly joyful herself. He must have found out about the afternoon escapade out the window.


“Jessie, I love you. Please tell me what you were thinking?” His long legs carried him to the window. 


He pushed it up and leaned out. I could see a shudder race down his spine. He pulled himself in but stared out the window without turning.


My Jessie still hadn’t said a word. Nor had she moved from the side of the bed where she had stood since she’d walked in. Her gaze focused on me. A ruffle of unease jiggled my ribbon at my bodice. What was she thinking?


“I can’t even think what my sister would have done if something had happened to Sarah.”


Slowly Mark pivoted around to face Jessie. I now noticed the glimmer of tears as they streaked down her cheeks. 


“I’m sorry Mark. I don’t know what else to say.” Jessie took a step so she could drop to her bed. “I just wanted to get the girls away from our angry mothers.”


“And the only way you could do that was to put those two little ones in danger?”


“It was careless of me. It was an adventure. I didn’t think it through. I remember the first time I went down that way. I was even younger.”


Mark sat next to her, “Jessie look at me.”


I could see Jessie’s throat work as she swallowed. My lace bolero tightened around my shoulders. Would he call off the wedding? 


Finally, Jessie looked at him and if I could have done so, I would have held my breath. 


“I love you. I don’t need to lecture you. I’m so stunned you even thought to do something so… I can’t even think of a word to describe my feelings.”


Mark pushed from the bed to stand and look down at Jessie, she tilted her head up to stare at him. I could tell he was fighting for words. 


“I’ll call you in the morning.” And he left just like that.


I could feel the pain emanate off Jessie. She threw herself back to lie on the bed. I didn’t hear a sound from her.


My Alarcon lace quivered in dread. I was afraid there was another bargain basement sale in my future. 








Chapter Fourteen




Why had she been so careless? Why was hindsight twenty-twenty? She’d been going up and down the metal rungs for as long as she could remember. It came as second nature to her. Until she’d experienced Mrs. Taylor’s and her mother’s reaction, she hadn’t thought about the danger. Okay, so she had, but she’d buried the worry for the thrill of adventure.


Now the damage was done. Would Carmon ever forgive her? Hell. Would Mark?


These were questions she had no way of answering. Only time would tell. A pit of molten heat took residence in her tummy. In the morning, she’d probably have to cancel all the wedding plans. 


She rolled her head to the side and Bella came into view. Sadness swept over her. She’d thought her tear ducts had emptied, but a new reservoir had been found it seemed. 


“Bella, I so wanted to wear you.” The gowns beads shimmered in the moonlight. Anyway, that’s what the moisture in her eyes made it seem. “I’m sorry. I wish you were magical and could help me turn back time.”


A weight pulled her back to the bed when she tried to get up and ready herself for bed. Forcing herself to sit took all her energy. Finally on her feet, she almost sat back down. Good grief she felt old. Emotions had drained every ounce of vigor in her body. 


A soft knock, then without waiting for an answer her mother entered. “What did Mark say?”


“That he’d call me tomorrow.”


“That’s all?”


“Yes. Mama I don’t know how to fix this. Even if Mark forgives me, Carmon and his mother never will. I took their precious little one and put her in danger. I didn’t even think.” 


A rock of guilt formed in the center of her chest. It went nicely with the burning heat in her gut. 


“No, you didn’t think. And there probably aren’t enough words that will take away the hurt you’ve caused.”


So much for her mother making her feel better. Jessie went back to her bed, and plopped down. Maybe she’d never get up again. Yes, she was indulging in a pity party. Unfortunately, it was only making things worse. 


Her mother took the space next to her on the bed. “Oh, Hija, I know you didn’t mean Sarah and Missy any harm. Mark knows this. He loves you. Things will be fine.”


“Will they?” She leaned into her mother, and the comfort of her mother’s arms had never felt so good. “I need to apologize to Carmon and Mrs. Taylor.”


A soft chuckle slipped from her mother. “That’s going to be hard for you. I know my girl and she’s made of stern stuff. Are you going to be okay?”


“Yes, Mama.”


“I bought the dresses for you before I came home. I knew you wouldn’t have time to return to Macy’s.”


Jessie snuggled deeper into her mother’s embrace. “Thank you. Do you think Carmon will let Sarah still be a flower girl?”


She felt her mother’s head move. “I don’t know. I’ll leave the tags on and we can return it if she won’t. I hope things will work out. Little Sarah wanted to wear the Cinderella dress as much as Missy.”


“You’re the best Mama. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Even when I do crazy things you’re there for me.”


“I’ll always be here, Hija. You need to sleep. You have a big day tomorrow. Katie and Joey asked if I wanted to go with you to Pandora’s.”


Shock brought Jessie to her feet. She stared at her mother. That was when she saw the teasing glint in her eye. 


“Oh, you are so bad. You’re joking.”


“Would it be so bad to have your Mama come to your bachelorette party?” 


Her mother pushed herself to her feet, went to the door and paused waiting for her answer. Jessie considered for a moment. Would it be so bad?


“No, Mama, do you want to go?”


“I’m too old. You go and have a good time. I’ll give you some ones.”


A laugh bubbled up, and damn, after the day she’d had, it felt good. “Ones? Thanks, but no.”


Jessie sobered and brought the subject back to Mark. “Do you think I should even bother? Maybe I better wait to hear from Mark.”


“Mark will forgive you, you’ll see.”

*****


Music filled the air. Jessie reached a hand out of her blanket cocoon and slammed down on the snooze button. Peeking with one eye, she gazed at the time. She figured she could sleep another ten minutes and still arrive at work on time.


Her cell jingled the tune for Mark. She sat up, and grabbed for the phone. A mixture of excitement and dread ran through her veins. 


“Hello?”


Mark’s voice was the sweetest thing to wake up too. He sounded much better this morning. He wanted to meet her before work. She clicked the cell shut and scrambled out of bed. She had to hurry. 

In record time, ready for work she grabbed up her bag and pulled the door open. 

“Wish me luck, Bella.” She tossed the words over her shoulder.

As she walked into Java hut, she noticed Mark with two latte’s on the table in the corner. He stood to wait for her. A grin spread across his handsome face. 

“Hey, princess.”

Relief weakened her knees. “Mark.”

His arms encircled her, his lips brushed her forehead. Stepping away, he pulled the chair out for her. She sat, picked up her coffee and waited. She would let him take the lead. She had a feeling things would be fine.

“Sarah has declared that if she doesn’t get to wear her Cinderella dress she’s not talking to anyone ever again. And she had so much fun with her Jessie and best friend, Missy, that she doesn’t see why everyone is so upset.”

Jessie wasn’t sure if that was a statement, or if she needed to form some response. She didn’t know what to say. 

Mark chuckled. “Speechless? I didn’t think I’d see the day.”

“I am speechless. I feel so bad.” She smiled at the memory of the two little ones. “The girls did have a good time. Mama still picked up the dresses in case, but I wasn’t so sure the girls would have a chance to wear them.”

“What? You mean you thought one incident and I would leave you? What does that say about our love?”

“What I did was really bad.”

“Yes. I’m not going to pretend that it was okay. Even though it turned out well and you’re Sarah’s hero. Jessie, we’d be in serious trouble if our love couldn’t get us through this. We’re going to have fights and all kinds of problems in the future. That’s life. Are you up to it?”

Jessie didn’t think she could answer around the emotion clogging her chest. After several swallows, she was able to choke out a small squeaky, “Yes.”

Mark leaned across the table and captured her lips with his. The warmth of his mouth faded after he lifted his head.

“Princess, you better get your apron. Duty calls.”

Jessie threw a look at the clock in the corner. Damn he was right. Scooting away from the table, she cleared their cups. “I’ll see you tonight?”

“Nope, you have your date with the girls at Pandora’s remember.”

“And you have your guy’s night. Love you.”

“I’ll call you later.” Mark swatted her bottom. A zing of electricity shot over her. She winked at him then swung around to face her workday. 

*****


Pandora’s swarmed with people. Jessie had never been to the club. She’d heard a lot from Katie and Joey though, almost enough to make it feel like she had visited on occasion. 


Her friends had decorated a corner table. A few of her co-workers and cousins had been invited and from the look of it, everyone was here. She stifled the groan as she approached. 


She had hoped it would only be her two friends and she could make an early escape. Now she would have to suffer the strippers. 


“Jessie!” Katie called her name, as if she were walking in the wrong direction or something.


She had an idea the drinks had been flowing for a while before her arrival. It was time to catch up. She might as well have a good time. 


“You sit here.” Joey led her to a chair at the end of the gift-laden table.


“We’re going to play a drinking game,” Katie announced. “Everyone has to say something they’ve never done. And whoever has done it has to drink a shot.”


Jessie restrained from rolling her eyes, barely. What the heck, she needed to forget how stupid she’d been. So let the game begin. “Do I get to start?”


A chorus of ‘yeses’ waved around the table. What could she begin with? “I’ve never been married.”


“I don’t think you can do that one.” Joey arrived with a tray of lemon drop shots in time to hear.


“Why not, she’s isn’t married yet.” Katie pointed out the obvious. 


“Okay true.” 


Joey placed the tiny glasses in front of everyone. Three of Jessie’s co-workers were married. Each eyed the yellow liquid dubiously. Now she sort of felt bad since she knew none of them were heavy drinkers. Well, it was her party, and they could live a little. If they drove, there was always a taxi. Together the three women shot them down.  


“Next.” Joey pointed to Katie who was on Jessie’s left. 


“I’ve never sky dived.” 


At this rate, Jessie wouldn’t have to worry about a hangover. Her own party, and she hadn’t even had a drink yet. 


Apparently, none of her friends and co-workers were daredevils, because no one had to take a shot of their lemon drop. 


Several rounds of the game later she still hadn’t had a drink. How depressing to hear all the things she’d never done. At her ripe old age of almost thirty. Jessie tried not to think she only had one more year. A shiver ran over her. 


Wrinkles would be next. 


“Jess, your turn again.” Someone shouted from across the table. 


“Is it okay if I just say ditto to everything that’s been said?”


“No.” Katie slugged her playfully in the shoulder. 


“Oh, now I’m going to have a bruise for all to see on my wedding day.”


Katie only rolled her eyes in reply. 


“Fine. I’ve never gone bowling.” 


“What?” Joey stared at her as if she’d grown two heads or something. 


“I have no desire to throw a black ball down a wooden floor at a bunch of pin thingers.”


Katie laughed. “Don’t knock it. You have no idea how fun it is.” Then she downed the lemon concoction in one swallow. 


The rest of them followed Katie’s example.


Well hell, at this rate she’ll never find out what a damn lemon drop tasted like.

*****


“I’ll hold the door open. You two get her to the porcelain God before my carpet gets ruined.” Her Mother’s voice seemed to be coming through a ball of cotton.  


Vaguely she was aware her friends were on either side trying to hold her up. Unfortunately, they could barely walk straight themselves. Now she wished she hadn’t found a way to win the game and drink all those lemon drops. The three of them came to her doorway and stopped to regard the space. 

“I thing vwe can make ith, don’t you?” Katie’s words slurred past her left ear. 

Then sandwiched in between them, her two friends gave it the ole college try, through the door at the same time.


“Ouch. Move over Katie,” Joey whined. 


They stopped moving. Jessie could barely breathe with all of them stuck in between the doorframe. She felt a hand on her bottom and the next minute she was stumbling into her room only to land on her bed. Bags flew to the floor as Katie fell to one side and Joey to the other. 


“That hurt.” Katie rubbed her hand over her arm where it must have been jammed against the door. 


Her Mother rubbed her hands together. “It was the only way I could think of to get the three of you unstuck.” She turned to help Katie up, but before she could, Jessie swallowed and an agonized groan oozed up and over the room. 


“Quick, help me with Jessie,” Her Mama ordered Katie and Joey. “No time to waste. Hija is going to be one unhappy bride-to-be come morning.
Any other time I’d smile and figure my Jessie deserved it. However, I wouldn’t wish a hangover on my worst enemy the day of their rehearsal dinner especially when Hija has to deal with the dragon woman, Mark’s Mother.”


Someone held her around the waist while Jessie emptied the contents of her tummy into the toilet.

“One of you grab a blanket and a pillow please. I think Jessie will be spending the night close to the commode.” Then her Mother arranged a makeshift bed on the bathroom floor. 

Tidal waves rolled in her stomach; she didn’t care where she slept, as long as the dang room stopped moving.








Dear Diary:

Contraptions


My poor Jessie hasn’t made an appearance yet this morning. When her two friends brought her home late last night, I thought she was sick. I soon realized as with Cecelia, she’d gone to the ritual that all brides seem to do. 

The bachelorette party.

Like Cecelia, Jessie had too much to drink. Carla had put her in the bathroom for some reason. First I could hear agonizing retching sounds, but it soon quieted and I haven’t heard a thing since. 

Carla entered the room to check on her a few times during the night and again a couple of minutes ago. Now she was going through the bags Jessie’s friends had left on the bed before they left last night. 

My attention was on the door leading to where Jessie had spent the night, wondering when she’d awaken. Today was a big day, the rehearsal dinner, another ritual where both sides of the family gather. 

A soft gasp from Carla drew my attention. My beads quivered at the sight of her holding a pink object. I had no idea what it was. 

“Mama, what are you doing?”

Carla’s gaze didn’t move from the thing in her hand. “What is this?”

Jessie walked very carefully to where her mother stood and reached to remove the item from her hand. “You really don’t want to know.”

Carla swung it out of Jessie’s reach. “Oh, yes I do.”

I heard Jessie sigh, “It’s a vibrator, Mama.”

“You mean like a massager?” Her mother swiveled to sit on the bed. 

She put the pink thing to her neck, a humming sound filtered around. “Mm… oh, that does feel good.”


“Give that to me.” Jessie snatched it from her mother before Carla could protest and stuffed the pink thing back in the bag. 


Jessie gathered the other bags and pushed them into her closet. Which made me wonder what other things were in the bags she didn’t want her mother to see. I don’t understand what the problem was. Sometimes people were just downright weird in my opinion. 


Carla had watched her daughter with the same interest I did. When she spoke though I don’t think it was what she wanted to say, which I’m sure was to ask what Jessie didn’t want her to see.


Instead, Carla asked, “How’s the head?”


Jessie gave her mother a disgruntled glance. “It would have been better if you’d put me to bed instead of making me sleep on the bathroom floor. Mama, what were you thinking?”

“I put you where you needed to be.” Carla’s look was full of hurt. Or so I thought, until I saw the twinkle seconds before she continued. “Besides you could have gone to bed at any time during the night had you been able too. How were the strippers? Were they worth your hangover?”


Jessie gave her mother an annoyed look. “We left when the drums sounded.”


Carla’s expression was so disappointed my blind stitching tightened in mirth. Even if Jessie isn’t my soul mate, it’s fun to watch her wedding events unfold. Jessie and Mark loved each other to distraction. I hope Carla and his mother stop their arguing and it’s a wonderful wedding tomorrow.  


Cecelia bought me to fill an obligation and when she saw herself in the mirror, she realized she didn’t want to settle.  She wanted to fulfill her own destiny.


What is my purpose with Jessie? She wants a future with Mark, so what am I supposed to show her? 






Chapter Fifteen 




Her last day at her second job and she was going to be late. What had she been thinking agreeing to that stupid drinking game? How many lemon drops had she shot? She wasn’t positive, but Jessie was pretty sure she was still a little tipsy. 


What would her boss do? Fire her? If she didn’t have such a raging headache, which is what she deserved, she’d laugh. 


Only four hours of work, then she had go home and gather her things to take to Classic Manhattan tonight. That way if she forgot anything she could take it in the morning.


Tomorrow she’d be Mrs. Mark Taylor. 


A mixture of joy and dread dashed through her. Joy because she was marrying the love of her life. Dread because her soon to be mother-in-law was the scariest person ever. 

She knew the woman was still plotting to ruin her day.

It wasn’t Christmas but she had little drummer boys marching in her head as she made her way to the subway. Even with all the racket going on behind her eyes, she was able to make a to-do list while on the subway. 

The nagging thought of Mrs. Taylor ruining her wedding day loomed. Mark’s father seemed to like her, anyway the few times she’d been around him he had. Maybe the man would diffuse any situations that arose. 

Five minutes late, much better than she’d thought. However, she got the devil scowl from Ian her boss. “Nice.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll work a bit over.”

As expected, the news perked him right up and she had a sneaking suspicions her penance would be longer than five minutes. 

Her feet were going to fall off. In all the time she’d worked at the bookstore she’d never been on her feet so much. At least she didn’t have to go to Java Hut like she usually did. 

Tonight was the rehearsal dinner.

She glanced at the clock. She’d been right, she may have been five minutes late but she’d made up for it with staying much longer after her shift. Now she’d be rushing the rest of the afternoon. More time passed with well wishes from her co-workers. 

Dashing into her room thirty minutes later, the sight that greeted stopped her in her tracks. Sucking in her gasp, she stared. 

Afternoon sunlight glittered over Bella. Her beads seemed to glisten in a halo effect. Jessie dashed a hand across her eyes to mop up the moisture. 

“Bella, you take my breath away.” Dropping her bag on the bed she went to the gown, gently reached her index finger to run around the edge of the lace bolero. “You deserve a bright happy occasion, not the tension filled event that will happen tomorrow.”

“So do you.” The words echoed over the room. Startled she gave fleeting look to see if her mother had stepped in. Only Bella, but that was impossible. Wasn’t it? 

“I don’t have time to figure out if you can talk, Bella.” A laugh escaped at the absurdity. 

Throwing the garment bag on her bed, she carefully lifted the folds of satin, lace and beads of the wedding dress. Once in the bag, making sure to avoid wrinkles during transit, she gathered the rest of the things she would need for her wedding the next day.

Her bags for their honeymoon were packed, had been for a week, and stood as sentinels at her door. Ready, she inhaled fortifying air into her lungs and opened her door.

“Mama, I’m ready. Is Aunt Virginia here?” 

Her mother appeared at the door to help with her bags. “Yes, she’s been here for a while.”

“I didn’t see her when I came home from work.”

Her mother tsked, a habit that drove Jessie bonkers. “She had to go to the store for cigarettes. Those things are going to kill her and I won’t have a sister and Missy won’t have a Nana.”

It was an ongoing battle between the two women. So much so, Jessie barely heard her comment as she was too intent on her own dilemma. She really did deserve the happy fairy tale. Why was she on her way to the rehearsal dinner, when all she wanted to do was lock herself in her room?

Because Mark was her soul mate and sometimes you had to sacrifice.

“Your wedding day?” 

Jessie paused. She glanced down at Bella’s garment bag over her arm. “Did you hear that Mama?” 

“What dear?” Her mother stood with an armload of flower girl dresses carefully placed in their own bags. 

“Never mind. Let’s go I don’t want to be late.”

When she entered the main room where her Aunt and Missy waited, Missy’s voice greeted her. “Jessie, I’m going to be so pretty.” 

“Yes you will. Are you staying here tonight?” She’d been so busy with everything she hadn’t considered anyone else’s plans. It wasn’t like Jersey was a million miles away. 

“Yes, Aunt Carla said I can sleep with you.” Oh, joy that’s what she needed the night before her wedding. 

She raised an eyebrow toward her mother but her dear mama was busy, conveniently, opening the door. There was a small smile on Carla’s lips. Her mother would enjoy the fact she wouldn’t get any sleep with the wiggly six year old. 

It only took a few minutes to pile everything into Aunt Virginia’s ancient Buick. It was a wonder the rusted pile had wheels worthy enough to carry them all to Classic Manhattan. 

As she walked through the door of the salon, Katie plucked Bella out of her arms. “Jess, let us help. Your bride’s room is magnificent.”

“Hi, I’m Darlene.” A young woman stepped over to Jessie and held out her hand. “The florist.”

“Oh that’s right. Ari said you’d meet us.” About ready to drop her cargo, she jiggled from one side to the other.

“Come, I’ll show you the way. Let me help you.” Without waiting for an answer, Darlene grasped one of the bags out of her hand and led the way.

The door opened into a spacious and airy room, and as Katie had said, it was magnificent. No other word could describe it. Katie and Joey took charge of Bella and draped her over the dress dummy in only minutes.

“Tonight I’ll be your hostess for the rehearsal dinner. I haven’t seen any of the groom’s family yet. I’ll come for you when they arrive. Tomorrow Ari will help you, while Cassie and I make sure the cake and flowers are perfect.” The woman beamed at her news.

The Taylor’s hadn’t arrived. A feeling of anxiety hit Jessie in the solar plexus and she sat. Joey had enough sense to push a chair under her before she landed on her bottom on the floor. 

Darlene squatted next to her, regarded her seriously. “Second thoughts? Or the normal night-before-the-wedding jitters?”

It took only a moment to focus on the florist. “I love Mark. But I’m not in love with his family.”

She sat back on her heels. “Yes, Ari described your dragon. I’m here to help smooth things over.”

Katie and Joey snorted in unison and when Jessie and Darlene stared at them, they both shrugged. Katie said, “Sorry, but Claudia Taylor cannot be smoothed. However, Joey and I will do our best to shield you from most of her fire.”

Darlene stood, placed a hand on her shoulder. “Your friends have your back. I’ll let you know when everyone is here. Until then, relax. I’ve done this many times.”

The door shut with a soft snap and Joey snickered. “She doesn’t know the Taylors.”

“Be fair, Mark’s Dad isn’t bad,” Katie added. 

Joey’s eyebrows rose to her forehead. “And you’ve been around him all of once?”

“Okay, so I don’t know him. But he hasn’t been meddling like Mama Taylor,” Katie conceded. 

“Whoa, Mrs. Taylor is in no way Mama Taylor. She’s either Madame Claudia or Mrs. Taylor and never should we slander her by calling her Mother or Mama.” Jessie’s legs were finally able to support her. 

Jessie went to Bella and again fingered the edge of her lace. “She’s so beautiful. I really want to wear her.”

Silence greeted her statement and she swung around to face her friends. “What?”

“Are you thinking of calling off the wedding?” Joey asked.

“Heavens no, I want to marry Mark more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. It’s just that whenever I think about getting married, I imagine it as a happy occasion, for both sides of our families.”

Katie patted her on the shoulder. “As every girl, you assumed the groom’s family would welcome you with open arms. There’s nothing wrong with that expectation.”

Joey flanked her, placing an arm across her shoulders. “Is it just his mother? Or are the rest of Mark’s family unfriendly?”

The three of them stood staring at Bella. Her beads seemed to shimmer with knowing. Sometimes it was almost freaky the way the gown seemed alive.

“Did you see that?” Katie pointed with her free hand.

Joey sniffed, “Trick of the light.”

Reluctantly Katie agreed. Jessie had begun to believe in the dress though. “To answer your question, Mark’s sister and her daughter like me. I’m not sure about his father though.”

“I guess we’ll find out tonight. What can we help you with?” Joey wanted to know.

“I need help putting things away for in the morning. I don’t want to have to think or do anything.”

Katie let her hand drop from Jessie’s shoulder and retrieved one of the bags. “Good idea.”

A brief knock heralded Darlene’s entrance. “Hey guys the groom’s here.”

The groom? Did that mean what she thought? It was time to find out.

The Atrium blossomed in a riot of blooms, surrounding tables. The room set a beautiful preview of the coming day. 

“You like?” Darlene stood at her side. 

“Very much, thank you.” Jessie stifled back the sniff. No water works. Save that for her wedding day.

Where was Mark? Then she saw him at the center table of honor. His sister sat on his right and on his left Sarah. There was no sign of his parents, not good at all. 

Then what had she expected?

Darlene touched her shoulder, “Your mother will be at the table in a moment.” She turned to Joey and Katie, “You two will be at the table next to the bride and groom.”

Taking the place next to Mark, she grinned at Sarah who must have ants in her pants for all the bouncing she was doing. Carmon gave her a cool smile, oh dear, she was still upset about the adventure. At least she made an appearance of support for her brother.

It would take time for Mark’s sister to trust her new soon-to-be sister-in-law again. She got that. Jessie would make sure she had no reason not to in the future.

“Mark?” She waited for his attention to turn to her. “Where are your parents?”

A frown marred his brow for a spit second, she almost hadn’t caught it. “Mother had one of her headaches and insisted Father stay with her.”

For tonight, she didn’t mind. In fact, it may be quite pleasant without the drama. “Tomorrow?”

 He sighed rubbed a hand over his eyes. “I don’t know, princess. I love you though, that’s all the matters.”

Was it? What type of life would they have if his own parents couldn’t even support their union? She’d worry tomorrow. 

*****


“That was a lovely dinner last evening.” Her mother stood behind her at the dressing table. Sun glinted through the slats of the blinds. 


Bella’s beads glimmered. The lace shimmered. Faint whispered words slathered over the room in a mantra. “You deserve to have your day”. Over and over, what was Bella trying to tell her?


“Hija, what is wrong?” Her mother’s hand paused, the brush in mid-air. “You’ve been quiet all morning.”


“Mama, are Mark’s parents here?”


“I’ll go check.” Dropping the brush on the table, her mother hurried from the room.


Now that she was alone, it gave her too much time to think. Her gaze traveled to her gown. Beautiful, the perfect dress for Mark’s princess. Why did it feel like she wasn’t meant to wear Bella?


“I demand that you stop this travesty of a wedding. That girl is irresponsible and I do not want her in the family.” The heated words were loud enough to carry through the thin wood of the door.


That answered one question. Mark’s mother had arrived. Who was she speaking too? 


“Mother, lower your voice. I told you last night you couldn’t stop the wedding.”


“Oh, yes I will. You know the part where the priest asks if anyone objects…” More conversation, but Mark must have moved his mother down the hall.


The door cracked and her mother stealthily squeezed through the opening. “I had to wait until the coast was clear. That witch, is damn scary. I’m sorry you had to hear.” Her mother wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Mark is a good boy he’ll calm his Mama down.”


The time had come to make a decision. Resolve calmed her. The message Bella was trying to convey finally sunk in. “Mama will you please tell Mark I’d like to see him before the wedding.”


“But Hija, it’s bad luck for you to see the groom.” Her mother hadn’t budged a step. 


“Please?”


“What do you have planned?” Her mother squinted down at her. 


“I would like to talk to my future husband.”


She stared at Jessie for a while longer before she huffed a sigh and spun on her heal.


A few minutes later, there was a knock on the door. “Jessie?”


“Come in Mark.”


He tentatively opened the door, as if this were some kind of gag. When he saw her sitting in front of the makeup mirror, he closed the door behind him and came to her. 


He squatted next to her and gently ran a finger to wipe a tear. “What’s wrong princess?” 


“I can’t do this.” Panic raced across his face, guilt hit her in the gut. “Sorry, that didn’t come out right.”


“Do you love me?” 


“Yes. I want to marry you Mark. More than anything I’ve ever wanted in my life. But not with your mother down the hall threatening to stop the wedding.”


Jessie’s mother’s voice could be heard, the words not definable but clearly angry. Then a heated response came from Mark’s mother.


Mark glanced over his shoulder as if he could see through the door. “Or with the arguments flying. Princess, if we postpone it, how do we know things will be different the next time?”


“We don’t.” Jessie swallowed down the acid that had taken permanent residence in her stomach. “How are we going to have a life together if our Mother’s can’t even be in the same room together at the wedding?”


Mark placed his hands on her shoulders, the zing of electricity ripped over her. “I can’t promise they’ll ever get along, but Jessie Perez, what I can promise is to hold your hand and we will face our families together. We can only take one day at a time. I pray my mother will grow to love you as much as I do. Will you do this with me?”


He gave her a squeeze she drew strength from his. She sniffed back a tear and smiled at him. “Yes. But do you think we can start our lives together without our Mothers’ drama?”


His hands dropped, his brow furrowed, “What do you mean?”


“Do you want a big wedding?” She answered with another question.


“Jess, I love you. If you’re asking me if I need to have all the trappings of a traditional wedding the answer is, no. What do I want? You as my wife. I want to grow old with you. I want to watch our children and grandchildren play soccer in Central Park on Saturdays. I don’t care if we get married by a Justice of the Peace or a Tribal Shaman as long as we tie the knot. Princess, what do you want?”

“I don’t want to go through with a big wedding.”


He bounced on the balls of his feet, considering. She wasn’t sure what. 


“We have the license. Where’s the most famous place people go to elope?” He grinned at her. “Come on, Princess, the answer is easy.”


“Niagara Falls?”


“That’s my girl. Want to?”


Her arms few around him and then she gave him a resounding smack of a kiss. He tightened the embrace deepening the kiss. Static electricity raced through her veins. 

The man could kiss.


Setting her from him, he stood, as if he couldn’t trust himself to keep his hands off her. “Now all we have to do is figure out how to sneak out of here.”


Standing, she went to the window. “I hear fire escapes are so easy a six year old can climb down them.”


Laughing, Mark joined her. Unlatched the window and pushed up the glass, took a step away. “Royalty first.”








Dear Diary:

Abandoned again


I watched the couple disappear out the window. Once more, my fate hung in the balance of the unhappy parents left behind. 


Will I be sold on eBay again?


It shouldn’t be long before Carla or someone discovers the missing bride and groom. Then I will know what will happen to me.


I tried to suppress my dread, but my Alencon lace still shivered in anticipation. I couldn’t have been happier for Jessie. I know she and Mark made the right decision. They’re going to be happy together. 

I heard Carla’s voice seconds before the door swung open.


“Hija?” Glancing around and not seeing her daughter, she checked the connecting bathroom. When she returned to the main area, her face was a study of bewilderment. 


Katie and Joey followed a few moments after. Both stopped when they saw only Carla. Katie looked around the door as if Jessie may be hiding there. 


“Where’s Jess?” Joey asked.


“I was hoping one of you could tell me. She’s not here.” Carla walked around me to the window. 


That was when I knew she understood what happened. She straitened and turned to face the two friends. “Looks like Jessie is teaching Mark to take the easy way out.”


“What?” In chorus was her answer.


“Where is Mark?” Mark’s mother stood in the doorway.

Carla scowled. I thought how downright scary she could be sometimes. My ribbons rippled in fright. 


“You scared the two away,” Carla accused.


Mrs. Taylor bustled in and swept around the room. 


“I don’t understand. Where did they go?” I could detect a smidgen of glee in her voice that the wedding wouldn’t take place. 


I don’t think she’d grasped the fact the wedding wasn’t off. It had just changed locations. 


Carla indicated the window. “Jessie and Mark must have escaped out this way.”


“What?” I swear I heard dogs howl in response from that screech. 


Mrs. Taylor rushed to the window, stuck her head out. It looked like she paused a moment as if she considered following, but then thought better of it. Raising her head before she was clear of the frame, I heard a resounding thunk that ruffled my lace. 


“Damn it.” Rubbing her head, she cleared and swiveled to stare at other occupants. “At least they’ve come to their senses. This wedding was a farce.”


“What’s a farce, Grandmother?”


I hadn’t noticed little Sarah join the group. The little girl went to her grandmother, tilted her head. “Aren’t Missy and I going to spread the rose petals?”


“I’m sorry, you’re disappointed. But soon Mark will find a woman who will be more responsible and then you can spread your petals.” She grasped her granddaughters hand and led her toward the door. 


“You don’t get it do you, Claudia?” I’d never heard Carla use the woman’s first name.


As if they were equals. 


“Excuse me?” Clearly the woman didn’t like the familiarity. 


Carla got in her face. 

I was enjoying this. The two lovebirds were on their way to happiness. Did Carla know she was giving them time? 


I knew if Mrs. Dragon Lady had an inkling of where they were headed she’d find them and stop them. It didn’t matter they were in love. What mattered was, in the Taylor’s opinion, Jessie Perez was from the wrong side of the zipper’s foot and that would never do for her son.


“The kids haven’t called off the wedding you idiot.” The gathers on my bodice tightened as I waited for Carla to drop the other shoe. “They’re eloping.”


“What?” There goes the dog screech again. 


Mrs. Taylor didn’t wait for a confirmation. She yanked her young granddaughter behind her. “Let’s go find your mother. Then I’ll tell Damon, he’ll put a stop to this nonsense.”


Silence ruffled my chapel train. Then Katie burst into laughter, Joey and Carla joining her. I wasn’t really sure what was so funny. 

Sometimes people humor escaped me. 

“I’m sorry I guess I shouldn’t laugh.” Katie wiped at her face with her arm. “You don’t think she can stop them, do you?”

Carla shrugged. “I have no idea where they’ve gone. I’m sure she doesn’t either.” 

She sighed and started to pick up the items Jessie had left around the bride room. Joey and Katie silently helped. I could tell all three may be disappointed about missing the wedding, however they knew Mark and Jessie had made the right decision.

I wondered if now I’d finally find out my fate?

A few minutes later, with everything in Jessie’s bag except me, the three women left. I was still snug as a glove on the dress mannequin. 

I heard voices in the hall and almost felt the disenchantment that everything had been canceled. After a while, everything grew silent. 

Shadows snuck across the room. Then the moon-light filtered through the blinds and I realized I’d been forgotten.

Now what?

The sun soon chased the shadows away. Sounds of the awakening day finally trickled to me. The door cracked open, I could see a slim hand. My bolero tightened around me as if protecting me from what was to come. 

“Clean the room out Ari. I don’t want anything left in there. We have another wedding tomorrow and the rehearsal dinner tonight. The bride should be here soon.” A gruff voice instructed. 

Ari must be the person entering. Now I could see her golden hair that hung over a shoulder glinting in the morning sun. The side of her face, turned to whoever was in the hall, was smooth and flawless. I could tell her height was about my size.

Then the door swung wide and she faced the room.

Zing. 

Every bead on my bodice shouted with joy. 

Ari was my soul mate.

She knew it too. Her eyes widened when she saw me. Her soft gasp rippled over my lace. 

Suddenly, it became clear to me. I was meant to help Cecelia, and then Jessie, find their way. I was the catalyst in their dramas. 

Now it was my turn. 

Ari leaned toward me, placed a finger on the edge of my bolero. A skyrocket shot through both of us. 

I knew this because she jumped back and looked at her finger as if it had been singed.







 

Chapter Sixteen



Zing.

The shock traveled from the tip of her finger to her heart. Ari knew designs. After all, wasn’t she studying to be a designer? Heidi had created this beauty. It was magical. 

Skirting the chapel train, she carefully checked the tag. Oh yes, she’d been right. There it was, in bold embroidered letters. Heidi By Design and underneath, Bella. This was one of Heidi’s famous girls.

Ari sighed. If only she could take this splendor home. She could place the gown in her room. Use it for inspiration for her own designs. Someday she planned to be as famous, or more so, than Heidi. She planned to discuss an apprenticeship with Classic Manhattan. Designing dresses for girls who couldn’t afford a designer gown, but wanted an opportunity to have one. Okay, so she wasn’t famous, but she had to start somewhere.

Now all she had to do was convince Gertrude Schneider.

Gulping air, she regarded Bella. As much as she wanted to keep Bella to herself, she had better advise her boss of what treasure was left. 

The rest of the room was clean. It was as if the family had left the dress deliberately. 

She remembered the young couple from the day they’d come in to pick out their flowers. With that dragon of a mother-in-law, she’d have done the same thing. Eloped.

She’d bet her last dollar on the fact Jessie was now Mrs. Mark Taylor. How romantic. Gertrude had said they’d left via the fire escape. A giggle slipped between her lips. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Bella’s beads glimmer. She could have sworn she heard a soft chuckle along with hers.

There had been stories about Heidi’s famous girls being magic when their soul mate found them. 

She stared at the dress, then said, “I don’t care what Heidi says about magic and her girls. It’s not for me. I am so not in the marriage market. Don’t get any ideas.”  

Who would want her lame boyfriend permanently? Conner was… well, Conner, and certainly not marriage material. 

“Miss Bella, I need to find out what to do with you.” Ari paused to throw a look over her shoulder. Maybe she was going nuts. A dress could not crinkle its own satin. 

Shaking her head at her fanciful thoughts, she went in search of her boss. She found the woman in the business office on the phone. Gertrude did not look happy. Maybe now was not a good time. 

The new bride would be bringing her things in soon for the rehearsal dinner that evening. Ari needed to have Bella out before then. A quick peek at her boss told her, that it would be some time before she would be available. 

She returned to the bride’s room and found the garment bag for the beautiful gown slung over a chair. Ari carefully arranged Bella in her protective cover. Now all she had to do was find a place to store the dress until she could talk to Gertrude. 

After hanging Bella in her locker in the employee’s room, Ari went to work for the new wedding. Throughout the day her mind revisited the electric zing she’d felt at the sight of Bella. No matter what, she couldn’t think of a logical explanation. 

“Are you almost done with the plans for the next wedding?” Ari jumped at her boss’s question.

Plans? Then her mind settled to her job and away from the gown snuggled in her locker. “Yes, is the bride here?”

“No, Darlene has a conflict.” 

“With the flowers or the cake?” Ari spread the plans out, looking for any problems. “Is Darlene here? Tell her to come on back and we’ll discuss it.”

Gertrude nodded, turned and left. The woman was half way down the hall, when Ari remembered she needed to ask her about the beautiful gown in her locker. Bella. 

Scrambling from her desk, the chair skittered and then fell with a resounding crash. Without a backward glance, she chased after. 

“Ms. Schneider, wait.” 

Gertrude stopped and scowled over her shoulder. “What?”

A few strides brought her even, then Ari stepped quickly to face Mrs. Schneider, a hand on her chest as she caught her breath. “I need to know what to do with the Perez wedding dress.”

“I don’t care.” Gertrude marched away before she could ask more.

Now what? She had the Perez phone number in her file she’d better call. A swell of disappointment raced through her. They’d want the dress. For a moment, Ari had considered taking it home to use as incentive for her own design dreams. Then a little voice reminded she’d also dreamt about wearing the dress herself one day. 

Walk down the aisle with Conner? Now that was a laugh.  

“What are you so happy about?” Startled she glanced across the hall where Darlene stood. 

“I didn’t see you there.”

“Obviously, you were too busy laughing at whatever fantasies you’re cooking up in your head.” Darlene met her at the office. “I’ve come to discuss the conflicts on the wedding tomorrow. Hopefully this time the bride and groom won’t shimmy down the fire escape.”

“I think it was romantic.”

Darlene gave her a disgusted look. “You would. Come on I have things I need done before the bride arrives for the rehearsal dinner.”

Ari burrowed back into her chair after Darlene left. She loved the wedding business. Seeing the brides have their day, watching the love on the grooms face at the altar, it made a girl dream. 

Even she had dreams, until she pictured Conner in a tuxedo waiting for her at the altar. It just didn’t work. Bella swept over her mind again. She couldn’t stall any longer, she needed to call Mrs. Perez and ask. 

The phone rang so many times she thought no one would answer. She pressed speaker and let it ring a couple of more times. Surely, they had an answering machine? 

When the ringing stopped, it wasn’t a machine but human voice. “Hello?”

“Mrs. Perez?”

“Yes?” A pause a bit more ragged breaths. “I’m sorry I just walked in the door. Let me catch my breath for a minute.”

Ari remembered Carla Perez, she was an older lady, maybe she’d had to climb some stairs or something. “Take your time, Ma’am.” 

“Thanks, I’m fine now. How may I help you?”

“This is Ari at Classic Manhattan. Your daughter left her wedding dress in the bride’s room. Would you like me to send it over to you?” Crossing her fingers Ari waited as if she actually had a chance of the woman saying ‘no’.

“Oh, dear I haven’t even thought of Bella. Everything happened so fast.” There was a pause, as the woman must have pondered her answer. “Ari, you’re not married are you?”

What a strange question. “Uh, no.”

“Good. Bella deserves to have her day. You keep her and please take good care of her, she’s very special.”

By the time the shock wore off, and Ari was able to reply, Carla Perez had disconnected. A Heidi by Design given to her. She would have never dreamt that possible in a million years.

Joy replaced shock. She’d be able to display the dress in her bedroom. Her tiny apartment didn’t have space for a design workshop. 

Inspiration. And luck. Bella would bring her both and she’d be able to make a name for herself. Excitement had her up and doing a jig in front of her desk. 

“What are you doing?”

Her foot slid on some paper. Her butt connected with a loud thud to the floor. “Ouch, you scared the shit out of me.”

Darlene raised a questioning brow. “I’m not the one dancing around her office like a fool.”

Brushing herself and her dignity off, she stood to return to her chair. “What did you need?”

Darlene grinned. “Nothing, I was passing by and saw the rain dance.”

“Whatever.”

“As long as it doesn’t rain, I have plans in the park tonight.”

It was Ari’s turn to raise a brow. “Oh, that new guy?”

“My nephew is playing soccer and if they win tonight they have another game tomorrow. Pray for sun!”

“Tyler? He’s only four. They play that young?” 

Darlene chuckled. “Yes, they do. Everything is set for the dinner tonight. Jasmine is the bride helper. Cassie has the cake ready. Anyway, good night, I need to go to my apartment before I go to the game. Whatever has made you so happy, it looks good on you.”

Ari took a mental step back. Was she unhappy? As she cleared her desk and set out things for the next day, she thought about what Darlene had said. It wasn’t that she was unhappy, exactly. It was that she wasn’t happy. She was just drifting through life. Anyway, her mother would have told her that if she’d been alive. 

When had that happened? When had she decided to settle instead of going after life with both hands?

Since she’d settled for Conner. That’s when it started. 

No more. She would not be his Mommy replacement because that’s all he wanted. He’d been asking her if he could move in to her apartment for the last month.

Did he ask her to marry him? No, he just wanted a place to stay. 

She’d stopped to stare. She’d been so immersed in her thoughts she hadn’t even been aware of what she was doing. Now she found herself on the first floor employee’s room in front of her locker staring at Bella. 

“Come on, Bella.” Ari drew out the garment bag and carefully folded it over her arm. 

With her other hand, she grabbed her helmet and then stopped. Good grief, she’d forgotten she’d ridden her scooter to work. 

“Hope you like the ride.” Chuckling she went out the alley door to where her Vespa, the pink Love Machine, was parked and locked up tight. 

A new dilemma presented itself. How was she going to drive and hold Bella? Walking around the machine in circles wasn’t giving her any ideas. The bag was too big and bulky to fold into the tiny top case behind the seat.

Mm… She knew. Racing into the building, she went to the ladies room. Hung Bella from the top of the stall, Ari ripped off her leather jacket, stripped out of her skirt and top. Carefully she removed Bella from her protective plastic. 

Warmth, the cozy kind you get when you’re loved, slipped over her along with Bella’s soft satin. Ari ran a hand over the beads and lace as she twisted and saw her reflection in the mirror.

Magical.

Swallowing the lump that had formed she tried to speak, though no one was there to hear. Failed. Tried again, “Oh, Mama I wish you could see me.”

Light through the sheer curtain sparkled off the moisture on her cheeks. She brushed it off with her fingers. 

Inhaling, she told herself the halo around her was an illusion from the dwindling dusk. Bella was everything she’d ever wanted as a young girl. Her fantasy come true.

Too bad she didn’t have a hero to share it with. 

Conner was more the sidekick, her Robin not Batman.

She let out the breath she’d been holding. Time to return to earth. Bella had been given to her by some miracle. That didn’t mean it was because she was supposed to get married. No, she wanted to think of it more as a career boost. 

Throwing her clothes into the now empty bag, she retraced her steps to the alley. Placing the bundle in the top case, she snapped it shut and unlocked the scooter from its post. 

Grasping a handful of lace over satin in each fist, she hiked the dress up to her thighs revealing her red leather cowboy boots to clamor onto the seat. She pressed the start button and was off.

The traffic at five was thick as she weaved her way through the streets of Manhattan. She could only imagine the sight she made astride her pink Vespa. 








Dear Diary;

The wind beneath my lace


Wind whipped between my satin and lace. I’d never experienced anything so exhilarating. I’d found my soul mate and I was already off to a new adventure. The only blot on the horizon was the fact she didn’t seem to want to have a wedding.


What was a bride dress to do?


The scooter slowed as Ari pulled up onto the sidewalk by a large apartment building. After climbing off, the skirt of my dress dropped to cover up the bright boots. I was a bit disappointed. I really liked them. 


She unlocked the door and stepped into the foyer. While she checked her mailbox, I took the opportunity to look over my new home. 


Electric currents zinged my beads, drawing my attention to the stairs. What I saw there made me suck in my bodice. The most gorgeous male human I’d ever seen in my short existence. 


He was Ari’s soul mate. Why on earth didn’t she want to marry him? 


Ari pivoted at the same time he reached the bottom. The collision was inevitable. I couldn’t warn her. 

The impact ignited a series of sparks that hissed through my beads. 


Ari’s gasp almost deafened me. Her skin shivered under my satin. I was amazed by her reaction. 

She did not know him! 


His arms wrapped around Ari and the back of my dress. I swear his hands would leave imprints. 

Ari quickly stepped out of his embrace. 


I could tell she was flustered. I didn’t think she was used to that emotion either. 


“I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you.” Her mail laid scattered on the floor. She stooped to pick up the envelopes.  

“Let me…” He bent to help at the same time.

This time their heads connected. I found my bottom ribbons pressed between her buttocks and the grimy floor. A shudder ran over my lace.      


His deep chuckle crinkled my satin, and I sighed. He gave me a strange look, then used the newel post to lever himself to his feet. He stretched an arm out to my Ari.


“Let me help you instead of bashing you on the noggin this time.”


Here were my two soul mates. I am atwitter with love. I need to find a way to bring these two together. 







 

Chapter Seventeen




Ari swallowed for the hundredth time. She’d never been close to the handsome guy from Apartment C since he’d moved in last week. Sure, she’d spied on him from the railing and like every other female in the building, drooled as she watched. 


Holy lord, up close and personal he was a dream come true. She held the letters she’d retrieved and stared. There was no way to help it. Oh, please don’t let her mouth be hanging open too.


He stuck out his hand. “I’m Gerard Adams I just moved into apartment ‘C’.”


“I know.” She had not just said that. She briefly closed her eyes, then grasped his hand. 


The jolt of awareness rendered her speechless. Even Bella seemed aware, for the satin tightened until the bodice stopped her lungs from drawing air. 


His eyes widened with surprise, as though he’d felt a smidgen of the shock she did. Dropping his hand, she took a defensive step backward.


“Hmm…” Finally able to breathe, she inhaled. “I’m Arabella Davis. Nice to meet you.”


He cleared his throat, hopefully because he was having the same problem articulating. “Coming from your wedding?”


“What?” Bewildered she followed his gaze down to her outfit, oh, Bella. “Oh, no. It’s a long story, I need to go.”


She swung around grasped Bella’s sides with her hands, not caring if her mail slipped from her fingers, if it did, she didn’t notice. Ari raced up the stairs as if her life depended on it. He probably thought she was totally, rude. 


“Nice boots, Arabella,” Gerard called after her.


Or, maybe not. Without a backward glance, she answered. “Thanks.” 


When her foot hit the top stair to the landing of her floor, she could hardly draw in air. There was no way she could hold off any longer. She glanced down as she rounded the newel post to the hall to see if he was still in the foyer.


God, he was watching her. Electricity arched between them. 


Spinning on the heel of her boot, she sprinted the rest of the way to her apartment. She unlocked the door, swung it wide and had her back against it in record time. Good grief, he must think she was an idiot, or at the very least, odd. Great impression. Her labored breathing echoed through the silent apartment. 


Until Conner came around the corner and saw her, he jumped. “Whoa, you’re home.”


“What are you doing here?”


“What’s up with the dress?” He squinted at her then as if realizing what kind of dress it was. “Hey, just because I wanted to move in here? Man, Ari, I didn’t mean, you know…”


He nervously ran his fingers through his dark rumbled hair. She used to think it was sexy, now she just thought of it as a rats nest. If she wasn’t still tingling all over from her encounter with Gerard she would have taken a minute to let him sweat. Not now though, now all she wanted to do was get to her room and remember.

 
“Oh don’t flatter yourself Conner.”


He gave her another disgruntled look, “Why are you wearing that…” He pointed with his finger as if he didn’t even want to say wedding dress.  


“She’s a Heidi by Design.”


His bewildered look quickly turned to understanding. “Whew, had me scared for a minute. I know Heidi is your idol. So you’re going to copy the design then? Is that legal?” 


“Gee, no, Conner. I’m going to use her for inspiration for my creations.” Why was she even bothering to explain? “I’m going to go change now. I really want to be alone.”


“But, I brought a movie and some of my things over.”


She’d taken a step in the direction of her room, but now she swung around to face him. “Define some things.”


He shifted from one foot to another as if he was ten years old again and being reprimanded by his mother. Which brought to mind the realization she’d had earlier in the day. He wanted a mother, not a girlfriend. She’d be damned to let him use her. 


It was then she noticed the old ratty chair stuffed into her over-loaded living room. “What the hell is that?”


He glanced over his shoulder. His Adam’s apple did a quick bob. “Some of the things I was talking about.”


“I never said you could move in.” Why was he doing this now? 

This was going to make telling him she didn’t want to see him anymore, that much harder. 


Her life wasn’t complicated. 

She went to work, had a friendship of sorts with Conner and created her designs. 

She wanted more. 

Like, going to Central Park to watch the kids play soccer on Saturdays or check out a baseball game at Yankees Stadium. Maybe have coffee with a friend at the corner Java Hut on the way to work. 

Was that too much to hope for?

She glared at Conner standing there looking forlorn and innocent. She didn’t have any friends to do those things with. Conner had squelched all of that. 

Everyone had stopped inviting her because he’d sucked all the life out of her. How had she let that happen? Had she let him? Guilt settled around her belly. 

Again, the satin and lace of Bella seemed to constrict as if agreeing with her thoughts. 


Reinforced by Bella’s agreement, she pointed at him. “Sit. I need to change and then we talk.”


“Okay.” His whine grated down her spine. 


How had she ever found that tone to be sexy and vulnerable?


In her bedroom, she stripped the dress that she’d been working on off her mannequin and hung it in the closet. Carefully removing Bella, she draped her over the fabric form and stepped back, not caring she was only in her underwear and red boots. Walking around Bella, she checked for smudges on the flawless fabric and the hem to make sure there was no dirt from her ride on the Love Machine or the escaped in the foyer. A sigh of relief escaped when she discovered the gown was none-the-worse for her adventure. 

Bella was a beautiful sight. What inspiration would she bring?


The light glistened off the thousand beads; an image of herself wearing the dress at her own wedding ran through her mind. Stunned at the happiness that went with it, she glanced back at her closed door. 


No, she refused to believe that Conner was her destiny. 


Hands on hips, head tilted to the side, her voice stern, “Bella, I am not going to give you that. Conner will no longer be in my life.”


She blinked, had Bella just shuddered? Magical, yes, because she was a beautiful creation, but shuddering in response? No way! Shoving all her fanciful thoughts away, she kicked off her boots, grabbed her jeans from the end of her bed and pulled them on. She donned a t-shirt, took a deep breath for the battle to come and went to face her soon-to-be ex-boyfriend.



Conner was nowhere to be seen. Had the coward left? In answer to her question, she heard the microwave turn on. Irritation peppered over her. Making himself at home as if he’d already moved in. 


Marching to her small kitchen area, she found him bent over and searching through her fridge. “What are you doing?”

 
Startled he hit his head on the shelf, rubbing it as he turned to look at her. Hurt flitted over his features. “Ouch. What did you do that for?”


“Ask you a question? Because I wanted to know the answer, why are you here in the kitchen making yourself right at home, when I asked you to wait for me in the living room?”


“Geez, Ari, what’s your problem? I always do this.”


True he did. He really didn’t have any idea of what she was about to say. Sighing, she gave him a break. “I know. Sorry. Can we talk? Please?”


Without waiting for an answer, she went to settle herself on the couch for the coming discussion. She heard the ding of the microwave and a few minutes later he cuddled in next to her with a bowl of popcorn.


“I brought a cool sci-fi for us to watch.” He reached for the remote, but she grabbed his hand.


“Conner.”


“Fine, talk first. Then we watch. I get it.” He sounded like a pouty little boy.


What had she ever seen in him? She honestly couldn’t remember. Not wanting to be side by side, she shoved at him and pointed to his ratty addition to her home. 


“Man, you are in a mood.” He reluctantly changed chairs, careful to take the popcorn with him. “What?”


“You can’t move in with me.”


“Why not? You said I could.”


When? “No I did not. You just brought up the subject a few days ago.”


“Yeah, well I’ve been thinking about it a long time. It just makes sense. I’m always here all the time anyway.”


How could she have been so blind? He had been there every night for two weeks. And there had been evidence he hadn’t left after she went to work. 


“Did you lose your job?”


He turned his head slightly not meeting her gaze. About the time she’d been ready to repeat the answer he gave a brief nod and a, “Yeah.” 

He hung his head; nonetheless he kept popping kernels into his mouth. 


That was why her cupboards were always bare too. “Did your roommate kick you out?”


“Reggie found a girlfriend and since I couldn’t pay the rent and she could…” He shrugged as if it wasn’t that big of a deal.


She shot to her feet and strode to the kitchen. Which was actually a corner of her living area then swung around to glare at him. “Are you going to pay me rent?”


“Why? I thought you were my girlfriend.”


“Am I? When was the last time we went on a date?” Had they ever gone on one? Now that she thought about it, no. 


“Dating is so old-fashioned.” He shrugged at her, his hurt expression seemed contrived. Almost as if he’d practiced his pitch about what he’d say when she found out. 


“You think since you’ve been leaching off of me for about six months you can move in here and let me take care of you. Buy the food. Provide you shelter. Take you under my wing like you were a stray kitten?”


Bewilderment settled over him, he clearly didn’t understand. “I haven’t been leaching. We’ve been seeing each other. You invited me to come over for dinner, remember?”


“Yes I do. And now that I think of it, you never actually left.”


“I left. I didn’t stay here.”



They’d watched movies all the time. Liked the same ones, same food. At first, it had been fun. She’d given him a key a few months into their relationship since she had to work late. He’d made himself at home ever since. Once he did she’d spent more and more time in her room working on her designs. 


Because he’d taken over the rest of her apartment. 


“Look Conner, I admit we had fun at first. We were friends.”


“We are more than friends.”


She thought about it for a moment. “Our relationship has never been more than friends. I’m not even sure it’s even friendship. You’re using me for somewhere to stay. You need to find another place. I don’t mind you as a friend, but the roommate part or whatever…” 


She used her arm to encompass the room. “…this is, is no longer an option.”


He finally pulled himself away from his popcorn, plopped the bowl on the side table and hopped to his feet. She raised a brow at the abundant show of energy. 


“I resent you thinking I’m using you. I’m in love with you.”


Shock tingled over her head, slid down her spine and bit her in the butt. She hadn’t experienced this much sensory astonishment in her life, let alone one day. Could her poor body take any more? 


“That is such a crock. You’re trying to play on my sympathies.” Pausing, six months flashed through her mind. “And I bet you’ve been doing it from the beginning. Truth Conner, how long ago did your roommate kick you out?”


He had the grace to look sheepish and mumbled something. 


“When?”

 
“A couple of weeks ago.” 


“When did you lose your job?” She asked.


“Couple of months ago.”


“What? No wonder you’ve been eating here every night.” She paced back to the couch and dropped into the cushions. “Wait a minute, where have you stayed?”


He looked over her shoulder, then picked up the bowl that had been all but forgotten and took it to the sink. 


“Where Conner?”


“On the couch.” 

Now she understood why her apartment seemed messier than usual. She’d immersed herself in her own work so deep she’d brushed the signs off. 


“Here?”


“Yeah, where else was I supposed to go? And then Reggie told me I had to pick up the rest of my junk. Can you believe he called it junk?”


Regarding his ratty chair, she could believe just that because she felt the same. “That’s when you asked if you could move in because you couldn’t pull the wool over my eyes anymore.”


“What?” 


“Never mind.” Inhaling as much air as she could, she let it out to calm herself. As Darlene would call it, a cleansing breath. “We seem to have a problem.”


“How so?” 


“I haven’t changed my mind. I don’t want you to move in. I guess I was wrong. It’s you who has the problem.”


He went back to settle into his chair, hung his head between his shoulders. His elbows resting on his knees, hands clasped in front. Vulnerable look, and very practiced. This was the part where she was supposed to cave. 











Dear Diary;

Conner


My soul mates have just met and already they have an obstacle. Conner. Ari’s, boyfriend or whatever he is to her. She has left the door opened, which affords me a front row seat to the fireworks. 


My biggest hope is, she doesn’t fall for his pitiful attempt at gathering her in as he might a waist of a skirt. If I had the power, I’d go kick the loser out on his double stitched jeans. My bride, or hopefully some-day bride is too kind hearted. 


Conner finally looked up at Ari and even from here, I saw the pitiful picture he was trying to make. “I have nowhere to go Ari. You wouldn’t kick me out on the streets, would you?”


My bolero shivered in frustration, I wanted to shout a loud, ‘yes.’


“Your mother?” The hope in Ari’s tone stabbed at my ribbons. 


“Has a new boyfriend. I can’t move there.”

“Why not, doesn’t she have an extra room?”

I sucked in my bodice and waited for his answer. It had

better be something dumb because Ari was wavering. 

I’ve been around humans enough now to recognize their emotions. His expression actually caught me off guard, especially the pain in his eyes. This was not something even a seasoned gatherer like Ari’s lame boyfriend could contrive. 


Her back was to me, but her pause said it all. She’d been caught by the same thing I had. What was his pattern? 


“She has the room?” 

He shrugged his shoulders but didn’t answer. The cushions from the old chair screeched with his restlessness, the sound grated against my beads. 

“Conner, why can’t you move home?”

“I haven’t been home since I was fifteen. I only talk to my mom when she tracks me down.”

Even I knew in my limited experience, fifteen in human years was a very young age to be on your own. I sucked in my inseam. Ari was no longer wavering. I knew she’d invite him to stay.

“Because?” 

“I think I already answered that.” Then Conner did an amazing thing. He shot to his feet and stared down at Ari, I hadn’t thought he had the gumption to move with such speed or purpose. “I get it. You want me out of here. You’re not the first.” 

He reached to the side of the chair and grabbed a bag I hadn’t noticed and slung it over his shoulder. “When I find a place I’ll pick up my other things.”


“Wait, Conner.” Ari scrambled to her feet and followed until both were out of sight. 


The door slammed so loud, my satin vibrated.

 








Chapter Eighteen




Ari stared at the closed door. What had just happened? Who knew Conner had secrets? Should she go after him? Already her conscience berated her for sending him to the streets. 


What had his mother done? 


She swung the door wide and stepped into a solid mass of chest. Stumbling back she blinked until her vision cleared. 


Gerard from apartment ‘C’ filled her doorway. “We have to stop meeting like this.”


Shivers chased over her. “Sorry.” Oh, that was very clever. Why did she turn into a complete moron whenever he was around? 


His chuckle agreed. “You dropped some mail. I noticed it when I got home.”


“Thanks.”


“Hey, how do you know Conner? He almost bowled me over just now.”


Ari stepped forward forcing him to move out of the way. When she looked over the balustrade though, Conner was nowhere in sight. “Yeah he lived here or sort of, anyway.”


“Sort of?” Gerard asked.


Ari turned in time to see his gaze glued to her ass. Warmth ran through her veins and muddled her brain so she couldn’t think of a comment. As she brushed past him, the same electric charge she’d felt early jolted her. She so didn’t need a flirtation right now.  


His startled hop away from her indicated he wasn’t immune. What the hell? She wasn’t ready for an intense relationship. Hadn’t she just realized that with Conner? Hopping from bed to bed was not her style, maybe Darlene’s, not Ari’s. Not that she’d shared a bed with Conner, since… She’d think about that later. 


“Would you like a beer?” Seemed like the thing to ask when her mind was a complete zero again. Soon she’d be stuttering


“Sure.” He sauntered in and over to her couch to sit down. “Conner helped me move in. We’ve had a few drinks over at the Social club. What’s your story with him?”


“Story?” Awkward didn’t begin to explain. Here she was with a guy she was fighting like hell not to be attracted to, talking about a guy who’d just walked out—or she’d kicked out, she wasn’t exactly sure what had transpired in the last ten minutes.

A vision of Bella draped over the dress dummy filtered through her brain. What was it about the dress that made her think of marriage? It wasn’t like she was in love with her sexy neighbor, she’d just met him. Lust and love were two different things. 

Right now, she was head over heels in lust with Gerard from Apartment ‘C’. End of story. Not to mention the fact she was determined to keep the lust locked away and not act on it. 

Besides, she still had to figure out what to do about Conner. She may not have a life, but whatever she had was suddenly more complicated. She didn’t need apartment ‘C’ to confuse things further.

“Arabella, are you all right?” 

Great now she’d been staring off into space. “Sorry, yes, I’m fine. Call me Ari. I was only Arabella when Mom used to get pissed at me.” She tossed a smile at him as she bent to rummage through the fridge. “It’s cheap beer I hope you don’t mind.”

“The best.”

She stood a Bud Light in hand. “Really?”

“No, but if that’s all there is; it’s the best.”

Handing him the bottle she settled across from him in Conner’s old ratty chair. Lifting her bottle in the air and nodding it in his direction. “Cheers.” She took a sip. 

After he’d followed her example he leaned forward, braced his elbows on his knees and let the bottle dangle in two fingers. “Conner? What’s up?”

A man of few words but then in Ari’s experience, most men were. “I’m not really sure. I thought I knew him, maybe not.” 

“Okay. It’s none of my business, and we just met but if you need to hash something out you can talk to me. Not knowing either of you well, I’d be impartial.”

Ari didn’t know what he was talking about for a nanosecond, then realized he thought they’d had a lovers spat. She pressed her lips together so she didn’t spew the sip of beer she’d taken all over her coffee table. 

“We didn’t just break up.” How could she explain? His expression told her she wasn’t making any sense, but she knew that. “I guess we did.”

It would help if she understood what she was feeling herself. As he said, he was impartial, maybe he could help. “You know maybe I do need to have an objective opinion.”

“I’m not a psychologist but I can read people pretty well. I thought Conner was much younger because of his carefree mannerisms. I soon realized he was in his late twenties. Maybe he doesn’t want anyone to get too close.” 

Ari sipped her beer and tried not to grimace, she preferred something with a bit more fluff, like a cocktail. At home, she made due with the cheap stuff though. 

Gerard did have a point about Conner. 

“Conner and I met six months or so ago. Started out as friends, then it became a bit more, sort of.” She shrugged off the uncomfortable. “I should say the connection wasn’t enough for anything more than just friends.”  It was nice to chat over problems with someone, she’d forgotten the feeling. “Then our relationship slipped back to friends; or so I thought until he asked to move in a few days ago.”

“Really?” Gerard’s eyes widened and he shifted his position. “Until he came racing out of your apartment…” He took a quick gulp from his bottle. “…I hadn’t realized he lived with you. This is hard to explain. I moved in the other day, Conner came home about the same time saw me and offered to help. Naturally, I assumed he lived in the building. For his help I told him I’d buy him a beer.”

“Okay. Then you find out Conner has been staying here. I’m not sure what you’re trying to explain?”

He finished his beer and placed the bottle on the coffee table. “It’s just that there was a girl at the bar Conner seemed to know rather well, if you know what I mean.”

Ari waited and nothing. “I’m not upset. Conner seems to know many girls and actually makes friends with them easily.  Besides, we’ve been over as far as the relationship thing if you could call it that, for a while. That’s why I was confused when he wanted to move in.”

“Did he say why?”

“That was today’s discussion. He’s always, like you said young acting. When we first met, I thought it was cute and vulnerable. It got old fast. But there were times when he tried too hard.”

 Gerard nodded. “He was trying to act like he didn’t care about anything.”

“That’s it exactly. Today he matured for a moment, about ten years; to tell me he’d leave. That’s when he almost made tire treads on your face.”

“You kicked him out?”

“No. Well not exactly. I realized he’d been staying here for about two weeks and I hadn’t even noticed. That should tell you a little about our relationship.”

Gerard chuckled stood and helped himself to another beer out of her fridge. He raised the bottle. “Sorry, I made myself at home. Want another one?” She shook her head ‘no’. Then he made himself comfortable on the sofa again. 

“You know this is not exactly a mansion, how the hell did he stay without your knowledge.”

Ari hadn’t had time to figure out the answer. “I guess I’ve been preoccupied with my designs. It doesn’t excuse me though. He lost his job and then his roommate kicked him out. He’d asked me if he could move in a few days ago. He made it sound like the relationship kind of move in, if you know what I mean.”

Ari picked at the label on the bottle, collecting the rest of her thoughts. She chose her words carefully.

“I hadn’t thought in terms of that type of relationship with him, until he asked to move in.” Ari lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “Hey to me, we were just friends. Today I told him moving in wasn’t going to happen. As we talked, things he said made me remember; the times the fridge had less soda than I thought I’d bought or the bathroom messier than I’d left it. Little things, though he’d cleaned up enough I hadn’t realized my sofa was used as a bed every night. Plus the fact he’d been up and out of the apartment before I went to work.” She spread her hands out, bottle still in one. “I stay up late doing my own work, and so I sleep until the last possible moment. Usually I crawl out around nine.”

“He would have plenty of time to clean up the sofa and be out before you left for work. I see what you mean. Does he have family?” 

“His mother. I asked if he could move in with her. That’s when he turned into a different person.”

Gerard stared at her in bafflement a moment. “What do you mean different?”

“You know. Most the time he has the Sean Penn, Spicoli thing going on. Yet when I asked why he couldn’t move in with her, his whole manner changed. He told me he got it and stormed out. It was the expression in his eyes though.” A wave of guilt hit her again. “Oh, and he said he hadn’t lived at home since he was fifteen.”

Gerard leaned forward giving her an intense look. “You’re going to track him down and let him stay.”

Her spine stiffened, “Why would you assume that?”

“You can’t help it. It’s in your makeup as a woman, maternal.” 

“That’s exactly what a man would say. Do all guys expect women to step in where there mommies left off?” 

He gave her a huge grin. “We’re getting off subject. What are you going to tell him?”

Fine, it was pointless anyway. She had never won that argument with her brothers. There was a good chance she wouldn’t with Gerard. 

“There was something about the way he left. He has a history with his mother. You know I thought he was using me as a mother figure. Now I have a feeling whatever the history is, wasn’t healthy.”

“Where’s he going to sleep?” Gerard asked.

“Not in my bed if that’s what you want to know.”

Gerard looked at his watch then stood, took his empty bottle and threw in the recycle bin. Once at the door, he gave her another grin. “Nope I wasn’t asking. Look, I’m sure you’ll work everything out. I wish I had more time but I have work that has a deadline. Thanks for the beer.”

He was out her door before she could form a response. Ari glared at the closed door. Good grief, he offers to be the voice of reason and then when the topic actually starts where the problem begins, he leaves. 

Complication, that’s what Gerard was and she didn’t need it. She took another sip. The brew had warmed. The bitter hops wasn’t her favorite when it was cold. She dumped the stuff down the sink, spun around and rested her butt against the counter. 

What should she do? The curious visit from her handsome neighbor had solved nothing. She was back to square one.

Her cell phone rang. Shoving away from the tiled ledge, she went to retrieve the thing. The caller ID showed Conner’s number. Excellent.

“Conner, I’m glad you called.”

There was a pause on the other end before he responded. He sounded as if he was still in whatever solemn mood he’d been in when he left. 

“I’m very sorry about what happened, Conner. May we meet at the Java Latte for coffee and talk?”

She was relieved when Conner agreed to meet an hour later. Maybe she’d suggest he move in with the girl he seemed so friendly with at the Social Club. Because damn, Gerard was correct she would let Conner move in if he had nowhere else to go. There would be stipulations though. 

She wasn’t a total push over. 

She grabbed her backpack. Though not safe to wear on a scooter, she threw on a pair of flip-flops. Really how fast could she go at this time of evening? 

The coffee shop had been closer than she remembered. She could have walked, oh well she loved riding the Love Machine. Parking could be a bitch, but tonight she was in luck. 

Conner waited for her at the corner table, she waved to him and went to the counter to order a Latte. She knew she needed to be strong. She may not be a push over, still she didn’t want to be bullied or manipulated into an agreement she wouldn’t be comfortable making  

“Conner, do you want a coffee?” Ari asked.

“No I’m okay.” His eyes watched her every action. 

“Have you had dinner?”

Conner’s throat worked a swallow and he glanced over her shoulder. “I’m okay. Why did you want to meet me?”

The Spicoli attitude was still absent, even though it was irritating, she missed the silly Conner. That Conner didn’t have secrets or shadows in his eyes.

The Conner she knew sure as hell didn’t gaze with hunger at the other customers, then refuse to let her buy him something. She didn’t know what to think.

“I want to know what happened?”

“I lost my job and my roommate kicked me out. You don’t have the room for me.” He gave her an insolent lift of one shoulder and cocked his head. “End of story, I’ll figure something out. I always do.”

Ari clenched her teeth and slammed her back into her chair causing it to skid. “You know that’s not what I meant.”

“That’s what you’re getting. Anything else is off limits.” His shoved away from the table and stood. “I need to go.”

“Where?” She raised her hand. “Please will you sit back down so we can discuss this?”

“There’s nothing to discuss. You want me out. I’m a big boy I can find someplace.”

“Conner why did you call me?” If he didn’t want to see her, then what was the point? 

“I wanted to ask if the few things I’d left there, like the chair, would be okay until I found someplace. But toss it if it gets in your way.” Again with the insolent shrug of his shoulder as he half turned to leave. 

Her finger pointed at his seat. “I’m not your mother, I can’t tell you what to do. As a friend, I’d like to help you if I can. In order to do that I need to understand.”

Ari stood to look him in the eye. “Please?” He sighed, and then dropped into his chair with a thud. “Fine, what?”

She settled into her place stretched her neck from side to side, lifted her shoulders and relaxed them. She’d been ready for battle, that wasn’t what he needed. He didn’t need a bully, he needed a friend.  

She’d almost forgotten. Conner had been there for her. She recalled the time when he’d found her sitting in this same coffee café crying in her coffee. He’d made her laugh when she’d needed it most. 

Lifting an eyebrow in his direction, she waited for him to enlighten her. He shifted from side to side, his gaze drifted to stare at something behind her right shoulder. If a waiting game was what he wanted to play fine by her, other than working on her design tonight, she had nowhere to go. The dress could wait one more day. 

Friends in crisis always came first.  

“You’re not moving or saying a thing until I spill my guts are you?” Disgust filtered through his words as if he tasted bile with each one. 

“Nope. You did the same for me. Remember? I was a stranger to you, but you wanted to help. I’d just lost one of my brothers in the war. You helped.” She swallowed back the emotion that threatened, this wasn’t about her. “Let me help, Conner, that’s what friends do.”

“It is? Since when?” 

His statement caused her spine to stiffen, she straightened and her arms slid off the table into her lap. 

“Do you have a low opinion of everyone, or is it just me?”

The pain in his eyes almost broke her. 








Dear Diary;

The roommate



Anticipation rippled over my beaded bodice when the front door opened and I heard Ari’s voice. It’s strange after only been around her a full day I know the nuance of her voice. She wasn’t alone, I knew his voice also. 


She had found Conner and brought him home like a stray spool of thread. 


My mission is not impossible, but it will be much harder. Ribbons tightened in their eyelet’s as a thought wandered over my lace. Gerard knew Conner; could that work to my advantage? 


Time will tell. 


“I’ll grab you some sheets and a pillow, Conner.” Ari breezed through the door. 


She appeared more relaxed than the last time I saw her. The decision to invite Conner to stay at the apartment took the weight off her shoulders.


Yes, our new roommate could be a blessing in disguise. 


“Hello Bella, I’ll be right back.” Ari winked at me. Excitement swished over my lace. We were going to spend time together.


Conner and Ari were both standing by the couch; I had a clear view of them. Conner’s expression was pleasant while he watched, watched being the key word, Ari make his make shift bed on the sofa. Couldn’t men do that for themselves? 


“There you go Conner.” Ari stepped away from the sofa allowing him room to sit, which he did without further invitation.


The small spool of like I had for the man had almost disappeared. Was Ari going to have to wait on him?


“Ari, man I really appreciate this. I promise you’ll hardly know I’m here.” Though I couldn’t see his face I knew there was a smile when he continued. “I can make my own bed, you know.”


The spool began to fill again. 


“Habit. With my brothers…” Ari’s shoulders hunched, and I heard a sniff. “…brother.” 

Conner shifted enough for me to see the tender expression as he placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry to bring your memories back. I promise to repay you by not outstaying my welcome. It’s nice to know you actually care what happens to me.” 

I wondered what he meant by that, I guess I’ll never know because he continued. 

“First thing in the morning I’m beating a path to the employment office.”

“Good luck then.” When Ari turned to, I could see tears swimming in her eyes. My beads shivered at the sorrow there. When she stood by the door then glanced over her shoulder. “I’m going to work a bit before I turn in, do you mind if I listen to some music?”

Ari blocked most of my view, but I was able to see what caused her to giggle. He held up headphones. The same type I’d seen my other two brides use. 

She shut the door behind her. A grin played around the corners of her mouth, to replace the sadness of moments before.

I had Ari to myself. What did she have planned? She kicked off her flippy things she used for shoes, slipped out of her jeans, drew on some shorts. After she dragged her tee over her head, her fingers worked the fastener on her bra. My beads warmed at the sight of my soul mate’s breasts, I shifted my attention. 

“Oh Bella, are you modest? If you’re going to live here you better get used to the sight of me undressing.” Her chiding words heated my bodice. 

She wanted me to stay. The thought tickled me to the edge of my hem. When I again focused on her, she’d pulled on a tank top and had made herself comfortable at her design table. Heidi had one very similar. 

“What type of music do you like Bella?” As if I could really reply, she looked over her shoulder to wait for my answer. 

I shifted a fraction to let the light cause a glimmer. At the salon music serenaded through the day, it was always soft and pleasing. 

“You don’t think I saw your answer, you gave a little sparkle. I bet Heidi gave you all smoochie romantic music.” Ari giggled. The sound pleased me. “Tonight I introduce you to Derek Night. A little bit blues, a little bit jazz and a lot rock-a-billy.”

I had no idea what kind of music that might be. She reached and flipped on her iPod, anyway that’s what Jessie called the thing. My beads tightened in protest. Ari called this racket music? 

My ribbons sighed in relief when she fiddled with the dial a bit more, and another more pleasant sound filled the room. Ari fluidly pulled herself up from her desk her hips swayed in rhythm. Her hands did a dance of their own full of grace as they waved. My satin tightened as I watched.

I belonged to her. She was my soul mate.

Ari weaved a pattern of circles bringing her closer and closer to my dress dummy. My lace tensed, then her cool hands softly clutched the arms of my bolero. 

“You like to dance Bella? It clears my head so I can think.” She wrapped an arm around the back of the mannequin, lifted it and swirled around. Me in her arms as the air weaved through my ribbon, almost as if I was with her on her little pink scooter. “Heidi names her girls. I create stories to help me, and inspire me.” 

She whirled me as she talked. My chapel train wrapped around my full skirt.

I wasn’t versed in the ways of the world, nor had I traveled. As she spoke, a picture splashed over my awareness and I could see the dress.

“My dress comes from a small town in Italy. On the cliffs overlooking the angry ocean, the water has pounded the rocks to a smooth slick surface leaving it the color of ivory silk.” 

Yes, yes, yes! I wanted to shout. I knew what the dress would look like when she was finished. Focusing all the energy I could muster I projected the image to her.  

   








Chapter Nineteen




Ari stopped dancing, she carefully put Bella and her stand on the floor. She turned toward her desk, an image flashed through her mind.


Swinging around, she stared at Bella. “It’s perfect.” 


Bella’s silk shifted under her lace in answer. Ari pictured her creation perfectly. The cream of the satin, the amber minute beadwork over the bodice and skirt gave the same appearance as the wet smooth rocks of the cliffs.  


“Bella, we’re going to work well together.” Ari skipped to her table, ruffled through her colored pencils found the perfect color for the material. 


Joy squeezed her chest to near bursting. The story formed of a young maiden waiting for her man to come home from the sea, tears dripping to mingle with the surf and help form the rocks. 


Ari bit on the end of the pencil, what could she do to bring the old world into the design? She glanced over her shoulder at Bella, who stood like a sentinel in the corner of her room. Watching and waiting for the design to unfold. 


Her shoulders tightened and she rolled them to loosen them. With her arms above her head, she stretched, yawned and then glanced at the clock. 

Holy crap! 

It was nearly two a.m. She flipped the draft table light off at the same time she tossed a quick, “good night” over her shoulder to Bella. 


She crawled onto her bed on the covers. Settling into the mattress, she yawned. She’d sleep well, it was a warm night. 


Now Conner had moved in officially apparently he didn’t need to be quiet. He had his music blaring. She pulled her pillow out from under her and piled it on her head to block the sound. 


“Hey, Ari?” preceded several loud thumps on her door. 


Removing the pillow for a fraction, “What?”


“You’re alarm’s been blasting forever, don’t you need to get up or something?” Conner’s voice came through loud and clear. 


Ari leaped from the bed in one shocked motion, it was her alarm, not his. “Crap. Thanks.” 


She slapped the alarm to off before racing to the bathroom. Could she skip the shower? Lifting her arm, she inhaled, not bad. Then she caught her reflection. “God, I have a haystack on my head.” 


Why did she have to sleep in on an event day? A quick shower would be the only way to tame the tangled straw. 


A few minutes later, she emerged into her room, throwing a scrunchy on the end of her braid. Not that it would be there after her trip on the Love Machine. 


“Bella, I’m off to a happy event.” She winked at her new confidant. “Someday, the bride will be wearing one of my creations.”


Sun glittered off Bella as the dress shifted. Somehow, Ari didn’t think it was her imagination. Bella responded to her. It was odd, scary, but somehow perfectly natural.


“I’m stopping at the park to watch the kids play soccer for a while after work.” Central park had always been an abundant source of inspiration. 


Gently closing her door, she grabbed her workbag. All she needed was a cup of coffee. Damn, no time, she’d have to grab some of the sludge at work. 


“Conner, you scared me.” Ari slid to a stop. 


Conner stood at the sink, he looked over his shoulder at her “I’m leaving soon, I promise.”


When he faced the sink, his shoulders slumped in a posture of dejection. In her brief glimpse of his eyes, she’d seen the same shadows from last night. 


Dropping her bag by the entry table, she went to stand next to him. His shoulder tensed where she placed her hand. 


“What is wrong?” 


“I don’t want to let you down.” The despondency in his voice caused an ache deep in her chest. It seemed Spicoli was his cover and now she’d unmasked him, they’d never visit that carefree place again.


“How are you going to let me down?” 


He squirmed from her touch. “I let everyone down.” He paced to the other side of the small area and faced her. “You’re counting on me finding something, helping out a bit with food. Then keeping my bargain and moving out. Ask Reggie, I couldn’t even keep a job so I could room with him.”


“I thought his girlfriend moved in.” When he’d told her, she’d had a feeling he wasn’t being honest.


“I lied. I always lie. Ask my mother. You can’t trust me.” She thought for a moment he was going to swipe his nose and let out wet snuffle like a ten year old. Thank goodness he didn’t.

Ari opened her mouth to answer, but then his shoulders straightened and he pushed away from the counter. “God, I’m sorry. I swore I wasn’t going to be a baby. Ari, I swear I’m not going to let you down.”

“I know you won’t. You came through for me when I needed you. I won’t forget again.” 

He seized his case off the table as if it was a weapon and he was ready to do battle. He gave her a kiss on the cheek, a small salute and was out the door before she could form a response.

She stood staring at the door for several moments. What the hell had just happened? Déjà vu swept over her, hadn’t she felt the same yesterday when he’d left? Maybe Conner had more problems than she was equipped to deal with. What was she going to do?

Letting the air blow out over her teeth she resolved to do the only thing she could do, be a good friend. 

She had better get to Classic Manhattan or she’d be in the unemployment line next to Conner. She retrieved her workbag by the table, grabbed her helmet, locked up and left. 

Traffic in Manhattan never had a lull even on Saturday. She gave a brief thank you to the Gods for letting today be an exception. She pulled into the alley with minutes to spare. She raced to her locker and then to her desk before Gertrude needed her.

Thank goodness, she’d left her file open on her desk. No searching needed. She scanned the list of things to be done before the happy couple arrived. Now was time for work mode. 

Classic Manhattan employees had been together long enough to be a well-oiled machine, so event day usually went smooth. Today wasn’t an exception, Ari watched the bride hear her cue and walk down the aisle formed by chairs in their atrium. The girl’s father had tears streaming down his cheeks. 

Ari’s tummy clenched, she’d never have her moment with her Dad. Her parents had been gone for five years. Blinking to rid the moisture from her own eyes, she turned to go into the office and complete her file. Her part was over. The remainder of the day was Darlene and the rest of the group’s duty. 

How much more would it mean to her when the bride wore her creation? Somehow she had to convince the tight fisted Gertrude of the benefits to the salon to have their own line. 

Classic Manhattan dresses by Ari. It had a nice ring to the name. Her designs would have classic stories of love. 

“Day-dreaming again?” 

Ari shot off the edge of her chair, the wheels carrying it across to the window. Her butt connecting with the floor, a second time in two days, she turned to glare at the intruder. 

“Damn it, Darlene do you have to scare the crap out of me every time you come to my office?

“It’s much too fun to quit. There’s something different about you. It started yesterday. What happened?”

Ari could hardly say she’d met a dress. She gripped the edge of the desk to pull herself up, while she thought of an explanation. 

Darlene didn’t give her time, she answered her own question. “Hold it. I know you kicked Conner out on his ear finally.”

“Sort of.”

Darlene took the chair across for her desk. Ari retrieved hers, sat and scooted to the desk. 

“Explain, is he gone or not?”

“Not. He’s staying with me.”

Darlene’s face was a picture of confusion, “What? So where does the ‘sort of’ come in?”


“I’m not sure exactly how it happened. One minute he was storming out, a completely different Conner than I’d ever known. Guilt washed over me and I found him and talked him into coming back.”


Darlene’s eyes widened, she shifted to lean over the desk, then they narrowed. “That doesn’t even make sense. Yesterday you wanted him gone.”


“Conner has issues that stem from his childhood. Things I don’t really want to know about. I do want to help him if I can, though.” Inhaling a large breath, she closed her eyes and when she opened them, she saw the concern shining from Darlene’s. “Remember how I met Conner? It was right after I got the news about my brother.”


Darlene grasped her hand and gave it a squeeze. “I remember. I thought he used your grief to serve his own agenda. Though I could never figure out what it was.”


“Don’t worry about me. I was the one who used Conner to forget my grief and I sent him a mixed message. If I find it’s too much for me, I’ll see if I can get him some professional advice.”


Darlene leaned into her chair, tilted her head. “Promise?”


“Yes. I promise.” Ari set her computer to sleep, then snapped the file closed. “Don’t you have wedding duties?”


Darlene glanced at her wrist and flew to her feet, knocking the front of the desk in the process. Ari threw her hand out in case the monitor fell when it wobbled. 


“Sorry.” 


Ari stared at the empty doorway after she’d gone. Even though Gertrude was a grump, she loved working with Darlene and the rest of the crew. Truth time; Gertrude was gruff around the edges, but she loved Classic Manhattan and all who helped her baby. 


She’d forgotten to ask Darlene about her nephew’s game. If his team had won, her friend would have bragged. Ari could find a fun game to watch even if she didn’t know anyone on the team. Maybe she’d come up with another story for a design. She’d almost finished the dress Bella had inspired. 


Her sketchbook was full of beautiful stories and dresses. They were nothing compared to what she’d created with Bella. Now maybe Gertrude would listen to her if she’d brought her the cliff design in on Monday.


She switched off the light. It was time to catch a ball game in the park. She looked to the sky that peaked between the buildings as she fastened her helmet strap under her chin. If she were lucky, the rain would stay away for a while. Darlene’s comment about her rain dance crossed her mind, a giggle slipped out.


Happiness felt good.


The smell of rain tickled her nose as she sped along the busy streets. Finding a place to park with the Love Machine wasn’t difficult. On a spring afternoon there wouldn’t be a problem finding a game.


She removed her helmet and shook her braid out, her scrunchy long gone. Children’s high-pitched squeals led her to the nearest competition. T-ball. She wasn’t disappointed. It could’ve been a soccer or football game. It didn’t matter. The kids couldn’t be older than five. Her favorite, the little ones were so joyous and unconcerned about their mistakes. Unlike their parents, who must have thought they were watching the major leagues.


Throwing her jacket on the ground, she settled Indian style on top. The game seemed to be well under way, though there was no scoreboard, the blue team clearly was ahead by the cheering. She’d root for the red, the underdog, always.  


“This seat taken?” 


Ari tilted her head and had to squint. With the light behind him, she could barely make out the man’s features. Then she recognized Gerard from apartment C. She didn’t need to see, she’d know his deep husky voice anywhere.


“I’ve been saving it for you.” 


He followed her example and threw his leather coat down first. “Who’s winning?”


“Blue.” She winked and turned toward the field and yelled. “Go Red.”


“My kind of woman.” 

His deep chuckled caused her belly to clench. Why did he have to be so sexy? She didn’t have time for sexy.

“Expecting rain?”

Bewildered she looked to the sky again, then returned her attention to him and shrugged. “It might hold off until after the game.”

“You’re just partial to red then?” Gerard’s eyes twinkled when he smiled, did he know that?

“What?”

“Yesterday red leather, today red rubber.”

“What?” She didn’t like being dense, but she didn’t have a clue.

“Your boots.” He pointed to her feet. “Yesterday cowboy, today galoshes.”

“Rain boots, no one calls them galoshes any more. I was up late working and so I was late this morning.” She tilted her head as she lifted one shoulder. “The boots were what I grabbed. Though, I do like red.” 

She turned her attention to the game as a little tyke in red hit the ball. “Duck.”

The warning came too late, Gerard pushed her when the little girl running to first base threw the bat and hit him in the shoulder. 

“Ouch.” His voice growled his breath tickled her neck.

The contact sent two thousand volts through her body. She barely noticed when he straightened to rub his arm. Shock of another kind seeped through. What had just happened? 

She’d never had that type of reaction to any man, even when being kissed by her first crush. She turned to stare at him. He was busy examining his shoulder. Apparently, he was oblivious to any electricity.  

Gerard climbed to his feet to grab the bat. For a split second, she thought he would take revenge on the poor quaking girl who had run back to them when she realized what had happened.

“Here you go sweetie. You need to drop the bat before you run to first. Okay?” Hunkered down on one knee, he regarded the little carrot top as he waited for his answer. 

The sweetheart gave a vigorous nod of agreement. Then she swiped the bat out of his hand, hurried to put it down by the coach and ran to first base. 

He straightened and reached a hand for Ari, swiping a fat splat of rain off his forehead with his other. “Come on, we better get to the train before we’re drenched.”

“No train for me. Want a ride?” 

“You got wheels? Since we’re going to the same place you bet I’ll take you up on the offer.” 

Ari, let him pull her to her feet grabbing up her coat in the process. “Come on then.” 

Her back burned from his gaze. Her heart hammered in response. Maybe it was her imagination. 

When they reached the Love Machine, she pulled the helmet off the back turned to hand it to Gerard and found him staring.

“It’s pink.”

“Yes it is. Here, wear this since I only have the one.”

“It has hearts and peace signs all over it.” His bemused tone almost pulled a giggle from her. 

“Yes it does.” She grasped the handles and tilted it so she could kick up the stand. She slid on and settled onto the seat. 

Still he stared. 

“Are you coming?”

“You want me to ride that…” He shook his head as if he couldn’t bear the thought.

“It’s pink. It’s not going to bite.” Damn, it felt good to have a genuine laugh bubble out. She didn’t stop it this time. “Come on Gerard. Be crazy. Get in touch with your feminine side.” 








Dear Diary;

Gerard


With my other brides, the quiet of the apartment pressed in on my bodice when I was alone. But here, at Ari’s, it was home. I enjoyed staying in her room, seeing her things getting to know her. 


She liked bright and mostly red. She’d left her closet open when she’d gone to work. My new bride was a bit of a slob. 


Her shoes were not organized like Jessie’s had been, or in special built compartments as Cecie’s were. No, Ari’s were thrown and toppled all over each other. I couldn’t tell what she preferred, she had little tiny things I’d heard one of the assistants call flip-flops and fancy heels like Cecie wore. Slip-on’s as Jessie had, but mostly she had boots. 


Her clothes hung in an array of bright colors. Red was predominant but I don’t think any color in the rainbow was left out of her wardrobe. 


Papers with her designs and stories were scattered over the draft table, and easy to see. My bride had talent. Now if I could figure out what she had against falling in love, I’d devise a plan. 


At least Conner wouldn’t be a problem.


I heard the squeak of the front door, my beads tightened in anticipation. Laughter rang out and joy washed over me at the sound. A deep chuckle joined in and this time my entire train shivered in response.


Gerard. My bride’s mate. Could I hope?


“It’s called the Love Machine?” Gerard’s teased as he asked my bride the question. I couldn’t see him, but I knew he wore a smile. 


A thunk, then another, rattled over the apartment. My bolero crinkled in laughter, my bride had dropped her boots. 

Love swelled my bodice to bursting. I never thought I would have such an overwhelming emotion. 

Ari, my soul mate, was such a surprise. From her straw colored hair to her bright pink toenails. She was my lovely slob. I could envision her design room in the future; scissors, material scraps, bobbins and threads in disarray. I didn’t care in the least. Her spirit was kind and generous. Look how she took care of her friend Conner. 

Would I see her children? Maybe she’d save me somewhere safe for their daughter. The thought caused delight to shiver over my beads. 

Love.

Ari came into view, her attention focused on Gerard who was still out of my line of sight. She looked so happy and carefree. How could she not know they were meant for each other? 

She threw back her head and a laugh erupted, when she’d recovered, she grinned at him. “I wish I had a picture of you on the Love Machine. I could blackmail you.”

I could finally see the back of Gerard, he stood behind the couch, hand on the back as he leaned in to stare at Ari. I assumed this since I couldn’t actually tell what he was looking at, but since his words were directed at her I felt safe in the assumption. 

“You would, wouldn’t you? What am I to do? I live by a criminal.” He raised his wrist and looked at his watch. “Sold out game at Yankee Stadium, tell me you’re not a Met’s fan.”

“Bite your tongue. We could order pizza and watch the game. I love the subway series.” 

I heard the door again. My thread on my like spool for Conner unwound again, but I guess it wasn’t his fault. 

“Hey what’s up?”

Both heads swiveled in the direction of Conner. “We’re ordering pizza and watching the game.”

“Great, I’ll go to Ziggy’s market on the corner and buy some beer.” 

“You have money?” Ari’s tone surprised. 

“Yup. Tips.” Conner must have left because the door snapped again.

Gerard and Ari regarded each other. Finally, Gerard said, “That’s good news. You have a phone book around here?”

Ari jumped off the couch. “Better, I have Manny’s pizza’s magnet on my fridge.”

Now I could no longer see either of them. 

I’m not sure what tips were, but it must be positive since Gerard thought they were. This was good news. Maybe Conner would be out of the picture soon and my soul mate would be able to focus on Gerard.

Hey, a dress could dream.








Chapter Twenty




Ari handed the magnet with Manny’s number on it to Gerard. While he called, she wandered into the living area to find the Yankee game on the tube. 


“They’ll be about forty-five minutes. That will give Conner enough time to pick up the beer.” Gerard settled onto her couch.


“Tips must be a good sign, whatever he found, I hope it’s permanent.” Ari aimed the remote to flip through stations, having no luck finding the game.


“Hand that to me.” Gerard snatched it out of her hand she watched as he punched up the sports channel and the Yankee announcer’s voice filled the air. 


The door rattled and a second later Conner entered. “Sam Adam’s we’re celebrating.”


Ari raised her brow at Gerard. High-end beer must be good news for Conner to spend that kind of money. 

“Thanks!” Gerard said.

“The pizza will be a while. But the game is starting.” Ari moved from the chair and snuggled in next to Gerard. 

Again, a zip of electrical energy raced over her skin. Also, again, he didn’t seem to notice. Just as well, with her design aspiration set high, there was no time for men. 

Yet here she sat with two. What was up with that?

“I made sure it was cold. Here Ari.” Conner handed the first bottle to her, and then turned to give one to Gerard. He popped the lid for his. “Here’s to me landing a job first day of hunting.”

Ari jumped up to throw her arms around his neck, careful not to brain him with the bottle in her hand. “That is wonderful. Sit tells us details.”

“After I go put on my lucky Met’s shirt.”

“What?” Gerard and Ari cried in unison. 

Conner laughed. “Someone has to root for them when they play the Yanks.” 

He grabbed his bag off the floor, then disappeared around the corner to the bathroom. He used the door from the living area instead of through Ari’s room. One of the deals he’d made with her in exchange for his living arrangements.

“Well hell. We’ll have to watch the game with a Met fan.” Gerard sounded so disgusted Ari giggled.

She hadn’t laughed, giggled or smiled this much for years. “It will be fun to have a little opposition. It could get rowdy. And he has tips.”

Gerard winked at her. “Good point. Betting is a favorite pastime of mine.”

“I have to go put my Yankee shirt on.” Ari raced to the room gave a jaunty wave at her new gown. “Hey Bella! Game time.” 

She quickly pulled shirts out of the drawer, some flying to the bed, others to the floor due to her frantic search. “Found it.” 

Only a few minutes had passed when she re-entered the living area. Conner had made himself at home in his old ratty chair. Not only did he have his shirt on, he had a ball cap and a flag for the Mets. 

“Where’s Gerard?” She tried to keep the disappointment out of her words. 

Not taking his off the screen, “He went to find some Yankee stuff. He thinks you guys can tip the scales.”

Relief swamped her as the door opened. Gerard stepped in and stared at her shirt. “It’s pink?”

She frowned. “What?” 

How many times had she said that to him in one afternoon? He must think ‘what’ was the only response she knew. 

He nodded with his head toward her chest, his brows lowered, his gaze focused. “Your shirt. How can a true fan have a pink Yankee’s shirt?”

Ari dropped her gaze to her shirt, what was wrong? “It has the Yankee emblem on it.”

“You are such a girl,” Gerard said in disgust. He grasped his beer off the coffee table and made himself at home.

“And that’s a bad thing?” 

Conner took a second to glance over his shoulder. “Hey there’s a game on, I thought we were watching. Your Yanks are down two runs.” 

The knock on the door interrupted, before Ari or Gerard could comment. Ari fetched the pizza, Gerard insisted on paying. Ari threw a tablecloth over the coffee table to protect it from cheese. 

“While we eat, tell us about your new job,” Ari said. Her words muffled by her mouthful of pepperoni, crust and cheese. 

“I love to cook.” Conner shrugged and took another bite. 

When it didn’t seem he was going to explain further, Ari wanted to throw her plate at him. 

Gerard seemed focused on the television as if not even listening. 

“You better tell her everything or we’ll never watch the game,” he said, indicating he had been listening. 

“Whatever.” Fine if Conner didn’t want to explain she’d let the boys watch their damn game, although she wanted to watch also. 

Conner set his pizza down as he chuckled. “I had a bunch of papers to fill out at the employment office. One asked about job preferences. There was a list of chef’s jobs, sous, sauté, dessert, pastry and salad chef’s, not to mention line cooks etcetera. Johnny’s had an opening for an apprentice. I filled out the application and delivered it in person. Henry, the executive chef, is the manager of his domain, the kitchen. He hired me as an expeditor.” 

“What?” Ari couldn’t believe it. Apparently, Gerard couldn’t either because he pulled his gaze from the game to give her a brief astonished look and then through back his head and laughed. Why was he chuckling about Conner’s job?

“Be quiet, Gerard.” Ari was confused.

“Sorry,” Gerard said. “You say ‘what’ a lot. I need to figure out if you’re lacking in education or you don’t understand men.” Gerard ducked in time to save him from the pillow she lobbed at him.

“I think I missed something?” Conner raised a brow and looked for one to the other. 

“Never mind. What is an expeditor? It sounds like a weekly cop show or something.”

“It’s a non-cooking role. I’ll organize the orders by table, garnish the dishes before the server takes them out to the dining room. I’m not a server. I guess you could say I’m one step above. To be fair to everyone, the tips are divided up at the end of the shift.”

Ari dished herself up another slice, for now, ignoring the calories. She’d dance an extra hour later while thinking of her next design. “I thought you said you loved to cook and you applied for an apprentice or something.”

Gerard stood by the fridge. “Who wants more beer?”

Ari hadn’t noticed him move. She must have been to intent on trying to figure out exactly what Conner’s new role would be with Johnny’s. It was one of her favorite places, when she could afford the high prices.

“I’m learning the menu, and the other duties. The sous chef is the assistant to the executive but she’s leaving to start her own restaurant in Virginia in a few months. I’ll start training with her a few days each week.”

“You’re going to be a sous chef at one of my favorite restaurants. Oh, Conner that’s wonderful,” Ari said. 

“That is great,” Gerard added. “You’re probably working for chump change while you’re training I bet.” He pulled his gaze from the television, where the Yankees had finally pulled ahead by a run, to smile at Conner. 

“Yes. Ari, are you okay with me staying until she leaves for Virginia? Until then I’m not going to make enough. But once I’m sous chef, I can get my own place.” 

A few months? A lot longer than she’d planned. But his face held such hope and she’d told Darlene she wanted to help him. She let her attention turn to Gerard for a moment, his gaze intent on her, waiting to hear her answer. His expression encouraged her.

“As long as you help with food, in fact…” She tilted her head and then grinned. “…I wouldn’t mind if you wanted to practice some of Johnny’s signatures dishes.”

“Great idea, Ari.” Conner beamed back at her. “Your kitchen is a little small, but it has all the essentials. 

“I hope I’m going to be invited to some of these practice sessions.” Gerard winked at Ari. “Hey come on let’s watch the game. Any bets that the Yanks are going to win?” 

Conner settled himself further into his ratty chair, focused on the game and without glancing at the others, “Sure ask for a bet now when you’re up. If the Yanks win I’ll make dinner tomorrow night.” 

“You’re on. Sunday is shopping day here at Chez Ari’s. Give me a list of things you need and I’ll pick them up in the morning.”

“Let me chip in too,” Gerard said. 

“Sounds good, you cook Conner. Gerard and I will spring for the food. Besides you haven’t received anything but tips.” Ari pulled herself up to clear some of the plates, bottles and pizza off the table. 

“Hey the game’s not over,” Gerard said. “Sit and we’ll clean together later.” 

Ari turned to stare at Gerard. Had she heard correctly? But then Conner decided to add his two cents. 

“Yeah, let us help after the game. If the Yanks win, and it looks like they will, I’ll take you guys up on you springing for the food. I’ll do a list later.” He winked at Ari. “I have to save my money for a place of my own so Ari will have Chez Ari’s to herself.”

She hadn’t moved for several innings the game had been too close. Ari stood and stretched hands toward the ceiling. The guys must have been as stiff because they followed her example. 

Gerard bent to pick up the garbage she’d laid on the coffee table when he’d promised his help after. “Yankees win tonight. So Conner what’s for dinner tomorrow?”

“You’re just going to have to wait and see.” He grabbed the pizza box for the trash. 

“If the Mets redeem themselves tomorrow night, I’ll cook next week sometime when we can all get together.” Gerard took the dishes and dropped them in the sink, rinsed and placed them in the dishwasher.

Ari raised a brow at all the help. Her brothers had never helped around the house like this. God knew her mother had tried everything. 

“You two bet all you want after each game and whoever wins can cook. Just don’t look at me to join in, I’m not cooking.” Ari grabbed a damp paper towel to swipe down the counter. 

“You won’t be missing anything.” Conner smirked in Gerard’s direction.

“Conner.” She glared, then turned to Gerard. “He had no trouble eating anything I made.”

“I didn’t want you to have gone to the trouble only to waste it.” His laughter made it hard for her to understand. 

“Conner if you love to cook so damn much why haven’t you ever offered to make dinner until now.” She fisted her hands and dug them into her hips. 

Conner stepped away as if putting as much distance as possible between them. “Because you acted like you wanted to take care of me.” His attitude was back to his carefree Spicoli. Ari’s hand actually itched to smack him. Unfortunately, he was right.

“What guy wouldn’t let you? Right?” Conner directed the question to Gerard, who had moved to stand by the entry table.

Gerard pulled the door opened and took a step out; he glanced over his shoulder, “Leave me out of your lovers’ quarrel, kids. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

“What?” But her question slammed against the closed portal. She turned her attention to her roommate. “We are not lovers’.”

“Ah, you don’t need to tell me. We’ve never even slept together. Obviously your boyfriend thinks otherwise.”

“He’s not my boyfriend…”

“And he never will be if you don’t follow him and set him straight.” Conner turned to finish placing the rest of the utensils Gerard had left in the sink, into the washer.

“I don’t owe him any explanations.” Did she? Gerard was not her boyfriend and neither was Conner. “We did too sleep together.”

Conner straightened and regarded her for a moment. His expression she couldn’t read. Spicoli had left the building and in his place was the serious Conner.

“Arabella,” Conner said. She stiffened. He knew her full name? “When did we sleep together?” He scratched his head. “Do you mean the times I crashed in your bed? Trust me, Ari, we never had sex.”

Ari opened her mouth to disagree and it snapped shut when she realized he spoke the truth. She leaned her hip into the counter for support. 

Her glance turned to him, “Why not? We have fun. We enjoy each other’s company even more now that everything’s out in the open.”

“And not once have you ever bothered to wonder why we slept in the same bed, but never actually did the deed, until now?” He slung an arm around her shoulder; his butt came to rest next to hers their hips touched. “Let me explain this in a way you can understand. You were never attracted to me that way. And I didn’t want you to think I was taking advantage.”

“You don’t find me attractive then?” She grinned at him. Funny how the knowledge made her feel better instead of worse. “Let me guess you like brunettes or redheads?”

“I don’t know. I kind of like the beach boy type.” 

“I’m blonde. Isn’t that beachy? What’s wrong with me?” 

He let his arm drop off her shoulders and stepped away so he could face her. She was still unable to read his expression, but a small grin barely curled the edges of his mouth. 

“You’re not the beach boy type. Boy being the key word here.”

In confusion, her gaze dropped to the floor. She bit her lip in concentration. Obviously, she was missing something. Boy? What was he talking… Oh! Her head snapped up and she gaped at him.

“Close your mouth Ari you might attract flies.” Conner chuckled at his own joke. Leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “First dibs on the bathroom, I’ll leave a list for dinner on the counter. Night.”








Dear Diary;

Revelations


“Did you hear that, Bella? I never guessed Conner wasn’t into girls.” Ari’s words muffled through her shirt, and then her voice cleared as the fabric flew to the bed. “You just never know with some people.” 


My side seams threatened to unravel, despite their zigzagging, in shock. How could any man, even though he wasn’t her soul mate, not love my bride? She was perfect, if messy.

Ari didn’t offer the answer to my question, instead she continued her dialogue as she prepared to work on her designs. I was coming to learn her process. She would strip down to almost nothing. Maybe it made her feel free. 

“His Spicoli was all an act to cover his true self.” She walked to me and slanted her head to the side. “What do you think his mother did to him to cause such low self-esteem?”

I didn’t even know what that was, so I kept my shivered response to myself. The sound of the hall bathroom door opening signaled Conner had vacated the room. Ari left me to do whatever it was humans did in the restroom. I heard the water run, a bit of splashing, and then she returned to her room. 

“How about a little blues tonight, Bella?” Ari picked up her iPod and adjusted the dial then returned it to its perch. 


Music filled her room, her hips swayed to the rhythm. The topstitching on my bodice pulsed with each of her steps. Her feet carried her around the room with gyrating grace, up and over her bed, twirling so much it made me dizzy. 


Her arms waved causing the air to stir my beads. Her eyes closed as if letting the music rule her steps. I was amazed she hadn’t fallen over anything. 


Then she stopped a few inches from me. Her eyes drifted opened, but I knew she wasn’t seeing me, but one of her stories. As if to confirm my thoughts, she focused on me her face bloomed into a smile. 


“Bella, I have it. Early Memphis, back when the blues were beginning to find its popularity.” She did a little jig completely different than the flowing steps from before. “An aged satin, yellowed to just the right ivory. I can find some beads with just a hint of blue.”


My train shimmied in response. This is what joy was. What Heidi had told all of us we’d feel when we found our soul mate. I still wasn’t sure what had happened with Conner earlier, but I had a sense that he wouldn’t stand in the way of Ari finding love. Hopefully, now, she’d see Gerard for what he was, her life partner.


Ari had her back to me, hunched over her drawing table busy on her new creation. Whatever Memphis was, there was her story. Someday, my Ari would make dresses every bit as special as me and Heidi’s ‘girls’. Wouldn’t Heidi be thrilled to know that I, Bella, was Ari’s inspiration? 


“Bella, I need to get this sketch done before Monday, that way I can show Gertrude two designs, complete with the dress’s stories.” Her back straightened and she twisted around so she could look at me. “My dresses were uninspired until you. It’s as if fate brought the two of us together. For the first time, I have the guts to go to bat at Classic Manhattan to have a line of my designs.”


Go to bat? I wasn’t sure what that meant, but at least she realized that finding me wasn’t an accident.


Time ticked by as my bride sketched, every once in awhile she’d stand, stretch and gyrate around the room. I wished she’d dance with me, but when she stepped close to me, her eyes would light up with new ideas and she’d rush to her table. 


I knew whatever design she worked on would be amazing.








Chapter Twenty-one




Coffee. The rich aroma wrapped around her and teased her senses awake. Her body felt as if a few drunken sailors had rolled her around the dock. 


“Hey Ari, breakfast is ready.” Conner’s voice sounded as if it came through a tunnel, then the door opened and the whiff of the brew became stronger. “I figured you were up all night drawing on your dress, so I brought you a cup.”


She raised her head from where it hung over the edge of the bed. No wonder she was so stiff. She could barely see the mug Conner held through the strings of blonde that hung over her eyes.


“You’re my prince.” She struggled to a sitting position. 


The first sip, rich and hot, seeped down her throat. “May I say again you’re a life-saver? Thank you, Conner.”


He dropped onto the bed next to her. “I promised to help Henry this morning but I’ll be home in time to start dinner.”


“I promise I’ll have all your stuff ready. Do you need me to do anything? Chop anything?”


He grinned, “Are you fishing to find out what I’m preparing?”


She hadn’t been, but it was a good idea. “Did it work?”


“Nope, you’ll just have to wait.”


“I can do some preparation without knowing what you’re making so let me know.” She crawled off the bed careful not to spill one drop of the precious black liquid. “I’m going to stop by the video store and pick up a DVD.”


“I thought we were watching the second game of the Subway series? If the Mets win, it’s Gerard’s turn to cook.”


“Oh right. Just remember don’t expect me to do any of the cooking. If I win a bet, we’ll do pizza.” Ari opened her closet to pull out a yellow sundress.


“Love pizza. See you later.” 


The snap of the front door echoed a few minutes later. Ari showered in record time, she wanted to get the shopping out of the way. It would leave the afternoon free for her to put the finishing touches on her designs for the next day when she’d catch Gertrude first thing. The woman was a morning person. 


Hope washed over her. She glanced at Bella. “We’re going to do this. I’m going to have a classic dress line. Their stories will be of epic love.” 


Ari swore sunlight glimmered off the dresses beads in agreement. “You are magical Bella. If I happened to be in the marriage market you’d be the dress I’d pick.”


The satin seemed to tighten around the mannequin in disapproval. “Now Bella, I know you’re a wedding dress and you think every girl’s dream is to wear you and get married. But not this girl. Nope I have dreams and plans for my life. Maybe in the future. But right now I don’t have time for a man.”


This time Ari knew the dress moved because the dress dummy swayed. Her scalp crawled as if a thousand snakes were burrowing into her hair. 


She forced a chuckle. The motion Bella made, unnerved her. “You are not going to change my mind. See you later. I’m off to the store.”

******


Ari was going to have a permanent slouch. If Gertrude agreed with her plan though, a hump would be worth it. She inhaled the tantalizing smells of dinner, then she realized Gerard had arrived. If she didn’t want to miss out, she better hurry. 


She raced into the hall after freshening up from working all afternoon. And stopped. The table was set for a formal dinner complete with fresh sunflowers in the middle.


“Bouquet, complements of Gerard,” Conner said.


“Hey, it’s the least I could do. Ari, how much do I owe you for my half of the groceries?” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet, then flipped it open.


“It wasn’t much. I’ll cover.” He couldn’t know how much she loved sunflowers. “The flowers are enough.”


“Sit, or you’ll ruin my creation.” Conner looked at his wrist. “The game starts in an hour. Dessert can be during the seventh inning stretch.”


“You made dessert too?” Ari pulled out her chair. “I’m going to have to dance extra tonight.”


Gerard skewed his head to the side, “Dance?”


“She brainstorms around her room, in the form of dancing. I’ve learned if I want to sleep, I use headphones.” With his last word, Conner pulled the cork out of the wine with a corkscrew. “I thought a nice bold red would pair nicely.”


“You’re still not going to tell us what we’re having?” Gerard took the bottle from Conner to pour while Conner went to the counter for a platter.


“For appetizers, I have a variety of cheeses from soft goat to hard and crackers and sliced baguettes.” He placed the array on the table with a flourish. “As far as I’m concerned, the harder and stinkier makes the best flavored cheese. 


Gerard spread some goat cheese onto some of the bread, and scooped some more onto his plate. “I agree if it smells like sweat socks, then you’ve got a winner.”


Ari swallowed, dirty stockings somehow didn’t sound too appetizing to her, but she’d try a bit of everything. She tentatively used her fork to slide a little slice of each cheese to her place. Conner rattled off the name of each as she did so. Not that she’d ever remember. 


Much to her surprise she enjoyed all of them, some more than others. “And what are you having for the main course.” 


“Coming right up.” Conner had his back to them, working on something. When he turned, the dish looked fabulous. “Here is your dinner. Beef tenderloin medallions with a roasted shallot and port reduction sauce. Also, we have new red potatoes a few fresh-from-the-garden baby carrots, in a butter garlic sauce.”


She’d guessed a few things he was going to make from the list, but hadn’t known how he would prepare it. They were certainly in for a treat.  


Several minutes passed. The wine was gone and the plates empty. “I don’t think I can move to the couch to watch the game,” Gerard said echoing her thoughts.


“Conner you’re going to be a Sous Chef by next week at this rate. I can’t believe I’ve been buying prepared food to nuke when I could have been eating like a queen. Dinner was superb.”


“Thanks Conner,” Gerard said. “You go relax and find the game. Ari and I will clean up.” Gerard stood and cleared away the glasses, expecting Ari to help. Together they made short work of the clean up. 


Ari wasn’t sure she’d be hungry by the seventh inning, but she’d do her best. She couldn’t wait to try whatever dessert Conner had planned. 


“What are you going to do if the Yanks win again? Dinner sometime this week?” Gerard asked in the fifth inning when his team was up three runs. 


“Wednesday evening is the only day I have off. I’m dying to try what I helped Henry make today. For once, I’m hoping my Mets lose.” He looked to the sky. “Please don’t strike me down oh ye Met Gods.” 


Ari giggled. She never giggled, must be all the wine she’d consumed. “Conner believe me, you don’t need to lose a bet to cook here. Just leave me a grocery list and I’ll be glad to buy the food anytime, as long as you cook.”


Gerard’s deep chuckled curled her toes, “I’ll invite myself to dinner whenever you’re cooking, and I’ll bring flowers.”


“Deal!” Conner sipped his wine. “Are you ready for dessert? The seventh inning will be here soon and I need to do a bit of preparation.”


“I’m still stuffed from dinner, but there is no way I’m turning down whatever you created for dessert.” Ari stifled the groan that wanted to erupt at the thought of anything more in her poor overstuffed tummy.


“Crème Brule.” Conner lit up a thing that looked like some kind of blowtorch and whisked over the tops of all three desserts. “Caramelizing the top, here you go.” 


He placed a plate for each on the coffee table. “Be right back with spoons and napkins.”


Each bite was a delight. Had she died and gone to dessert heaven? That’s what it tasted like. Maybe having Conner cook all the time wasn’t a good idea, she’d be rolly polly in no time.


“I’m going to have to run an extra mile in the park tomorrow.” Gerard patted his stomach his expression disgruntled.


“Boys, I have some sketches to finish for tomorrow. I am about to fall asleep after that delish meal. It’s been fun, but I’ll have to find out who won the game in the morning.”


She gathered the dishes, rinsed them off, added them to the load in the washer, and started it. As she passed by the men, they barely acknowledged her swift goodnight. They were too engrossed in the subway match. 


Kicking off her flip-flops, she grabbed her shorts from where they still lay from that morning. She stripped of her sundress and for once hung it in the closet. Only a few minutes later, she had settled into her designs from the night before. 


“Bella, I wish you could have joined us tonight. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think Conner is going to be an executive chef in a prime New York restaurant someday.” Ari giggled at the thought of her dress eating dinner. Another indication she wasn’t used to consuming so much wine. Two giggles in one night had to be a record. 


“I’m too tired to dance, so Bella you better send me inspirational thoughts. Think blue. Subtle though, because I still want the bride in ivory.” 


No sooner had she’d expressed her wishes to Bella, than thoughts of a beautiful duchess satin cashmere entered her mind. This was different from the yellowed satin she’d imagined earlier. Then over the bodice a scalloped lace in ivory with just the barest hint of baby blue. The combination would be stunning.

Where she’d find ivory lace with a hint of any shade of blue was going to be a challenge, but she was up to it. Straightening after the first touches were completed, she threw a glance at Bella. Her beads and stitching glimmered in the overhead light as if the dress encouraged her to continue. 


Again, the thought that Bella was magic crossed her mind. “Too much wine,” she muttered.


As she turned she caught sight of her alarm clock on the bedside table. Maybe it would be a good idea to set an alarm as a reminder of when to go to bed. She wanted to be bright eyed in the morning for her meeting with Gertrude. Especially because she wanted to convince the woman having designer dresses would be important to Classic Manhattan.  
   


The sweeping lines of the dress followed the story running through her head. Elegant and smooth, the blue color subtle enough only to come out in certain lighting. 


When the alarm rang, she was so engrossed in her design that her hand flew to her chest, her heart did a hiccup. Bella’s beads shivered in the light, Ari turned to glare. 


“You won’t think it’s so funny if I drop over of a heart attack.” The satin on the chapel train sobered and stilled. 


Ari narrowed her eyes, was that even possible? 


She’d think on it another time. Right now, she needed to be up early. The clothes she wore for the presentation would be important. Gertrude was all about making an impression. This time Ari’d be dressing to impress her boss, not a client. 


She pressed her lips in thought, wasn’t she trying to sell something to Gertrude? Well persuade her was a better word, but still. Today her boss would be her client. 








Dear Diary;

Selling Gertrude


What an important day it was for my bride. If her boss, the scary lady I’d met briefly at Classic Manhattan, was agreeable, Ari’s dream would come true. The zig-zag on my seams tightened in hope. 


Once Ari’s dream came true, I could work on her about Gerard. I had heard a few comments from Conner regarding Gerard and Ari. Maybe he thinks the two should be a couple also. If I were truly magical, maybe I could enlist his help. 


Sun peeped through the slats of the blind. Conner hummed in the other room and still my bride softly snored from the bed. Last night, she’d toppled onto the bed after her alarm rang, and I swear she hadn’t moved since.


Worry puckered my trim, was she all right? 


There was a soft knock on her bedroom door, I wasn’t sure I heard it until I heard Conner’s muffled question. “Hey Ari, I thought you wanted to be to work early.”


My bride bobbed up, like a bobbin on a sewing machine. Her gaze went first to the door as if she could see through to Conner, then to the clock. 


“Damn!” She scrambled out from the tangle of covers and raced to the bathroom. “Thanks Conner I owe you, again.”


I could hear his chuckle fade as he walked away. He was turning out to be a good friend to my bride. I was a bit ashamed of my earlier thoughts of him. 


Since Ari had discovered his secret about boys, which I’m still confused on, he has been more serious. As if he’d grown up, or realized his boyish act wasn’t needed any more. 


“Bella, wish me luck.” 


Startled, I hadn’t heard Ari enter the room. I’d never seen her look so, I’m not sure of the word. My bride didn’t look her carefree self. She didn’t have her bright boots, or flowing rainbow colored clothes. She was in a somber grey suit, her skirt just above her knees. Her shoes looked like something my Cecie would have worn. 


If I could have spoken, I would have told her I thought she looked wonderful if a bit boring. I understood that humans dressed for occasions. Her attire must be what she felt would help pattern her case for her designs. 


I thought she should wear something she’d designed herself. After all, wouldn’t that make more of an impression? 


Ari stopped at the door, looked over her shoulder at me in question. Had she felt my thoughts? 


I concentrated as hard as I was able and sent them her way. Her hand dropped from the knob and returned to her closet. On the way she sent me another confused look. 


Pink was about all I could see on the hanger. Once she stripped her formal grey suit off and replaced it, I sucked in my bodice.


One creamy shoulder bare, pink tulle draped her body tied in a knot over her other shoulder. It gathered under her breast, then dropped smoothly to flirt around her knees. After kicking off her heels, she slipped on some toeless matching sling backs. Anyway, that’s what Cecie had called those type of shoes.


Much better, I let my beads rattle in approval. 


The smile Ari gave me was one of agreement. 








Chapter Twenty-two




Ari held her breath and closed her eyes, then turned around. When her eyes opened, she saw her reflection. The dress had been for her cousin’s wedding. She’d designed it herself. 


Glancing over her shoulder at Bella, she was somehow positive the dress had given her the idea to wear this. It was perfect. 


The next problem, how would it look after a brief ride through Manhattan on the Love Machine? Dropping her bag on the bed, she went to her nightstand to ruffle through for a subway map. When was the last time she’d taken the train?


“Aw, here it is. Let’s see…” The 6 line would be perfect. “Okay now I’m really off Bella, keep sending me your magical thoughts.”


As she stepped off the train, she glanced at her wrist and groaned. Damn, she hadn’t worn her watch because it wouldn’t go with her dress. Not that it mattered. She couldn’t walk any faster in her heels anyway. 


She had nothing to hang in her locker so she went straight to her office. The clock above her window indicated she was a few minutes early. Enough time to breathe deep and have a cup of coffee. They kept a supply of fresh ground and array of teas for clients, and the smell of a fresh pot wafted through to her. 


“What has you all gussied up?” Darlene asked. Ari was glad she hadn’t started to pour or she’d have had stains down the front of her dress. It would ruin the entire look she strived to achieve. 


“Is gussied up still a word people use?” 

Darlene was only a few years older than she was, but sometimes her language fit their salon. Classic. 

“Gussied is a timeless word. Just ask Gertrude.” 

That explained it. Darlene worked closer with their boss, face to face. Ari was lucky in the fact most of her files she transferred via the office Intranet. 

“Tell me why are you dressed in your finest?” Darlene stepped in to inspect the edging along her shoulder knot. “This is hand stitched, and it’s lovely. Is this one of yours?”

“Yes.”

“So it has a story. Okay give up. What’s going on?”

“Come over to my office.” She grabbed her mug to lead the way, paused and glanced back. “Is Gertrude in yet?” 


“No. She had an early meeting with a new client at their home.”


Ari did her best to shrug off the disappointment. It would just delay things, not cancel her plan. “Since when does she take appointments away from the salon?”


“Since it’s one of the Long Island Rochester’s.” By Darlene’s tone, Ari knew she wanted to add a la-teti-da to the end of her announcement. 


“I hope things go well, then she’ll be in a good mood to listen.” 


Darlene settled across from the desk, “Well?”


An addendum to her plan was forming, “I’m not going to tell you, I want you to be surprised.”


“You’re killing me. Surprised when?”


“Do you have a client meeting this afternoon?” Ari sipped her coffee as she waited. 


“No, I’m going over the new stock the florist has for this weekend. See what I can do for some new designs.”


“Will you come with me to present my idea to Gertrude?” She sat the mug down on the desk so she could scoot in and lean toward her friend. “Please?” 


Darlene slouched into her chair and narrowed her eyes. “Wouldn’t it be better if I went in knowing what you were going to pitch?”


“Nope, because I want your honest reaction.” Ari let herself drop back into the cushion on her chair. “You’re worried that you’ll have the wrong reaction, aren’t you?”


Darlene swallowed her neck muscles working. “Yes. I know you’ve been working on your designs, so it has something to do with them. What happens if I blow it for you? I’d never forgive myself.”


“I have enough confidence in my work that I don’t think that will happen.” She raised her mug toward Darlene. “Here’s to a successful meeting.”


Darlene barely tapped her rim, “If you’re sure.”


“I’ll leave a message for her to call me when she returns. When she calls, I’ll ask for a meeting with the both of you. You won’t have to pretend any emotion. And if you don’t like it, Darlene I’ll survive. I’m counting on you being honest.”


Her friend rose to her feet. “It’s a deal. I have things to do so I’ll chat with you later.”


“Yes.” Ari smiled. “You will.” 


Ari logged onto her system to begin her day’s work. She had four upcoming weddings and they needed preliminary planning. Once she had an idea, she’d meet with the couple and match her idea to their plans.


Wouldn’t it be great to offer one of her designs? 


When the phone rang, she’d been so busy with her schedule, she’d actually forgotten she’d left a message for her boss. She pressed the speaker button. “Hello?”


“You wanted me to call.” Gertrude’s voice gruff as always filled the room. “I’m busy, what do you need?”


“I would like to present an idea to you and Darlene. If I could have an hour of your time? Your office, sometime this afternoon.” She held her breathe while the seconds ticked by, until her answer came. 


The silence was almost overwhelming. Droplets of sweat beaded to her forehead, the strands of hair stuck at her temples.


“Only an hour.” The speaker line went dead. 


Shooting up from her chair, it rolled until it hit the wall. She didn’t care, her feet were dancing a victory jig. 


“Should I have brought my umbrella?” Darlene sounded amused. 


“Oh, you startled me.” Ari pounded her fist to her chest. “Gertrude said yes. Dang I forgot to ask what time.”


“Now, she called to give the order to me.” Darlene grabbed Ari to begin pulling her. 


“Wait, I need my bag.” She reached down, swiveled and patted her hair into place. “Okay ready, let’s go.”  


Ari gave a tap on the door, then opened it at Gertrude’s gruff, “Enter.”


Darlene was the first to sit. Ari wasn’t sure what to do. Then she spotted the easel, a perfect place for her sketches. She walked to the board and propped her bag on the side table, then turned toward her boss and co-worker. 


“Ms. Schneider, I have a plan to expand Classic Manhattan.” When the woman opened her mouth to object, Ari hurried on. “Please let me finish, and then you can both give me your thoughts.”


Ari waited for nods before continuing. “Both of you know I design clothing.” 


She stepped away from the flip board for a moment to turn around. “I designed this dress for my cousin’s wedding. Each of my creations have a story, a love story. And this dress is no different.”

Darlene grinned at her, and Ari was thankful for the encouragement. “My cousin’s groom was from Australia, a little town on the east coast near the barrier reefs. The place where he lives is rich in folklore about ghosts. One in particular was about a young girl who died on her wedding night. She was on the beach looking toward the beautiful ocean and a wave washed her to sea. It’s been said that on cool autumn nights the villagers can hear her crying and some say they see her standing in the waves with her dress whipping around her knees. 

“The delicate fabric I imagined would be what they see and I picked the color for the coral known in that area.”


An indelicate snort came from Gertrude’s direction. “I don’t have time for these stories, get to the point.”  


She’d better do that, or she’d lose her chance. “I wanted you to understand my inspiration. Each design has a different story and all are classic. My designs are mostly wedding dresses. Classic Manhattan could have its own wedding designs.” She held up her hand to stop the words from the woman. “Please just hear me out. I have a few of my designs with their stories, and each new bride could look at them. For instance, if we have a young Italian couple, I could show them this.” 


Ari carefully placed her design on the board. “Picture a small early 1900’s town on the cliffs of Italy overlooking the ocean. A young girl waits and watches for her young man to return from the war.”


She used her pencil to point. “I’ve used an ivory satin to accent the beaded lace. Notice the beads are amber they give the dress a gossamer appearance. Picture the color of the wet glistening rocks as the wave’s crash onto them. The skirt flares as if the wind is angry and blowing as she waits.”


Darlene clapped a hand to the desk, Ari and Gertrude both jumped and stared. “I love it…” Darlene must have noticed both were glaring in her direction. “Sorry I got caught up in the moment.”


Ari hid her smile. It was exactly what she’d hoped. She peeked under her lashes to see what the older woman’s reaction, her expression unreadable. 


Gertrude finally gave a brief nod. “Continue.” 


“Next I have an exceptionally talented girl who sings the blues in saloons and theatres trying to scratch out a living. Hoping to find someone special. Think Memphis early 1930’s.” She laid the design out. “I’d use a lace over silk chiffon, fashioned after the evening dresses of the period. The chiffon would be a light cashmere color, the lace an ivory with the barest hint of blue. Which of course would represent the blues.”


“Okay.” Her boss interrupted her, frowned. “This is all well and good.” She humphed. “I’ll admit you’re designs are… adequate.” 


Ari did her best not to show her indignation at that comment. Darlene’s raised brow helped. 


Gertrude humphed again. “Even if I did agree, where and how would you create these gowns?”


Ari was prepared for the question. Nevertheless, butterflies swamped her tummy and flittered up her throat. “There’s the third floor that we use for storage. If we cleared it out, I could set up a sewing room there. I know the equipment would cost some…” She swallowed to fortify herself to continue. “…and I’d need an assistant.”


The woman’s eyes were so round, Ari thought they would pop out. Rushing before Gertrude put a stop to her plan. “I don’t make much money, but I save a hundred dollars a month. I could apply for a business loan. Then I’d be vested in the designs.”


There. She’d finished. Now she had to wait. Darlene wore an eager expression. Clearly, she was on board. Unfortunately, she wasn’t the one who mattered. 


Gertrude stood and paced to the window, apparently to gaze at the building across the road. A moment later she twirled around. 

Here it came. The denial. Ari braced herself.


Taking a deep gulp of air, Ari gripped the pencil still in her hand until a tiny crack sounding like a gunshot undulated over the room. She reached over and dropped the two pieces in the garbage. Then she continued the torturous wait. 


Good lord, how long was Gertrude going to make her stand beside the presentation while droplets of sweat rolled down her back? The beautiful coral tulle was already plastered to her spine.       

 “It’s a good plan, and will give us a niche. Heidi has done well, but women have to shop there and take their purchases to another salon. In fact, it could be Classic Manhattan’s new slogan. ‘We do everything… From Dress to Dessert.’ Good work.”

She went to her desk and sat behind it. Then looked at both Ari and Darlene as if they’d grown two heads or something. “Off with you, I have work to do. Arabella I expect a professional business proposal on my desk by the end of the week. I’ll present it to our banker.”


“But…”  


“Do not worry, we will work the details of investment out, you deserve to own your share.”


Darlene held the door, “Come Ari, we’ve kept Gertrude long enough.”


Once the door was shut and they’d gone the few steps to Ari’s office, Darlene ushered her into the room. She threw her arms around her in a bear hug. 


“You did it. Your designs are perfect. And your plan is solid.”


Ari stepped away and grinned at her friend. She put her hands above her head and wiggled her butt in a victory jig. 


“I hear the forecast now, flooding in downtown Manhattan.” Darlene chuckled.

Ari smiled stopped her dance and faced her friend. “I can’t believe she’s going to go with my ideas. I was prepared for more of a battle.” Her brow wrinkled. “It’s sort of a letdown.”


Darlene’s hand slapped her back knocking her a step forward. “But you did it! I can’t wait until we can start showing our clients. If only we had a better way.”


“What do you mean?” Ari went to her desk relief caused her knees to give out. Her chair caught her before she hit the ground.  


“Instead of making the clients look through a book for the cake, the flowers, and colors for their favorite style of weddings. Other salons are updated with cyber tours.”


“We’re classic, you know Gertrude likes to keep to the traditional ways as much as possible.”


“We could still use technology and still create an air of classic or traditional, if you know what I mean.”


Ari’s thoughts turned to Gerard and his video game designs. “What do you think about a virtual wedding?”


“Like?”


“If we had a way to put in key words of what the client wants. The computer processes their ideas and comes up with a cyber wedding for them to view. ‘This is what your wedding would look like’ type of thing. And…” She was on a roll now. “…a bridal fair. All our vendors could participate. We could have a drawing for a grand prize, a wedding at Classic Manhattan.”


“That would cost a pretty penny, and after you just talked her into your dress expansion, I doubt it will happen. Besides do we know anyone who could do a cyber tour?”


“I might.”








Dear Diary;

It’s a go!


Time seems to have stopped. I’m so anxious to find out if my bride’s plan found favor with her boss. Shadows are already surrounding the room. I know she will be later than usual since she didn’t take her little scooter. Still my pleats are tightening with impatience. 

Was that the door? Yes. Those were her shoes dropping, not Conner’s. Then I heard something I’d only heard once since Heidi had created me. Humming. Heidi likes to do this while she works on her girls. 


Warmth swam up my zipper at the memory. Something must have gone right. 


Ari waltzed through the door holding her shoes with one finger. For once, she had picked up after herself; the piping on my bolero constricted in delight as I watched her dance. 

   “Bella, Gertrude thought my idea was wonderful. I wish you could have heard me. I made them see my stories and how my designs told it all,” Ari said this as she put her shoes away and hung up her dress. 


I wanted to tell her that I wasn’t surprised. She pulled on her work shorts, as I call them now. And started on a new creation. I was disappointed that there would be no joyous brainstorm dancing as Conner called it. 


Calm settled over her room, as Ari’s fingers pushed her pen across the paper. I could hear her humming, faint almost as if it were my imagination. 


Conner had come home hours ago, his movements hushed as he prepared for bed. A while ago, Ari had reached over to the cord and opened the blinds. I watched the moon’s progress across the sky and still my bride worked tirelessly. 


I was curious about this story for the new design. My beads puckered in puzzlement when I realized she wasn’t sketching. She was writing words. What could it be?

Ari’s spine stiffened. Her hands reached to knead the middle of her back. I wish my bolero sleeves could help her. She swiveled around and grinned at me. 

“Bella I like drawing a lot better than writing a proposal. Gertrude needs it by Friday. I have a feeling I’m going to be rewriting it every night.”

Ari hopped up to do her nightly thing in the bathroom. But when she came back she gave me a hug, right there, as I hung on the mannequin. Her arms warmed me to the core of my bodice.







 

Chapter Twenty-three




Ari parked the Love Machine in her usual spot by the front stairs of her Brownstone apartment. She loved New York. It was the only place she’d ever experienced so much energy. In her opinion, the city had more culture than any other city. Not that her opinion counted, she wasn’t a seasoned traveler, but she read about places. 


As she skipped up the steps, her tastes buds were already salivating for Conner’s newest creation. Gerard would be over for dinner, too. She hadn’t seen him since Sunday evening. Hopefully, he’d consider her idea about the cyber wedding program. There had to be a way for him to design it. 


As she opened the door, the scent of garlic teased her senses. Where else in the world would she be lucky enough to have an apprentice sous chef for a roommate? 


A long sigh slipped out, “I love New York.”


Conner held the handle of the pan he had inches above the flame of the gas stove as he sautéed. He glanced over his shoulder. “You’re telling me this, why?”

 
“Just a statement. What smells so delicious?” She kicked off her shoes then made her way to peek over his shoulder, but he half turned, just enough to block her view. She laughed, slapped him playfully on the butt, then went to sprawl on the couch. 


“Aren’t we happy today?” He talked as he continued to work. “Your boss must have liked your plan?”


“Yes. I have to have a proposal for the bank on Friday.” Ari resisted the urge to pinch herself. It seemed so surreal. “I have an idea about a virtual wedding program. I thought I’d run it by Gerard tonight. Do you think he can do something like that?”


She let her head fall over the edge of the couch as she stared at the ceiling. If he could do the program the way she had in mind, the possibilities would be endless. 


“Oh man,” Conner said. 


“Hey don’t burn my dinner, I plan to enjoy it.” 


“It’s not dinner. I haven’t seen you since Sunday. I should have left a note.”


She pulled herself up to stare at him. “About what?” 


He placed the pan down, dried his hands off before he turned to face her. A quiver of dread danced over her. 


“Gerard begged off tonight. He said he had too much going on.” He lifted his shoulder. Then wiggled his brows in suggestion. “I offered to send a care package over. I was going to send you.”


“He didn’t want one?”


“No. He said thanks, but he’d order himself a pizza.”


Disappointment swallowed up the dread. She told herself it was because she’d wanted to share her plan. Her heart did a little flop that echoed displeasure for a totally other reason. 


Ari did not have time for a relationship and if that was her new mantra, then she’d repeat it often. 

“How much longer before dinner?”

Conner seemed to understand, “Another thirty minutes and it will be ready.”

“Fine. I’ll see if I can persuade him.” Her bag with her designs and proposal still sat on the entry table. She picked it up on the way out. No need for shoes, it was just up a flight and down the hall. “Be back. And cross your fingers I have Gerard in tow.”

“…Luck!” She only caught the last word of Conner’s wish. 

She didn’t need good luck. Gerard was smart he’d listen to her if nothing else out of curiosity. 

By the time she’d reached his apartment, she had to take a moment to catch her breath. She raised her hand and dropped her fist on the wood a few times. When no one answered, she repeated. Damn, he wasn’t home. 

Her shoulders slumped. She’d been so sure he’d want to throw his hat in the ring with her. That wouldn’t happen if she couldn’t even present it to him. 

 The creak of the front door of the building rebounded up the stairwell. Halfway down the flight to her floor, she paused to hang her head over the rail to see who came in. 

Her heart began to pound when she saw the dark curly hair. Then he looked up. She waved, taking the stairs two at a time to meet him. She crossed her fingers she wouldn’t stumble and kill herself.

“Gerard…” Sucking in air she didn’t give him a chance to say a word. “You need to come to dinner. I have a proposition for you.”

His brow rose at that, but there was no answering smile. What was his problem? Her mind did a trip back over Sunday’s dinner. Was he offended she’d left him alone with Conner to watch the ballgame? No that was just silly.

“I told Conner I was busy.” He tried to step around her, but she sidled in front of him, lifting her bag to block his way. 

“I know, but I think you want to hear this.”

“Look Ari, I think you’re really a nice girl…” 

“This is about computer designing, Gerard. I have a great idea. I have it all here, let me give you a quick look. I promise you’ll want to hear more.” 

This time he held her arm as he stepped around her, not letting her get in his way. Over his shoulder, he tossed the rest of his answer. “I do not have time for a relationship right now. I’m trying to branch my programming out into other areas. I’m tired of gaming.”

Did he not hear what she just said? “That’s what I want to talk to you about.” 

Her spine stiffened when his last words penetrated her mind. He wasn’t coming to dinner because he didn’t want to be involved with her? Her foot stomped on the bottom step. She yelled at his back. “Fine, if you want to miss out on a good opportunity, it’s your problem. As far as the other stuff, it’s just dinner, get over yourself!”

She spun around and marched to the apartment letting the door slam behind her. Resting her back against the wood, she slid down to the floor. Her arms encircled her knees as she rested her head on them.

“You okay?” 

She’d forgotten Conner was there. Lifting her head, she attempted to smile. “Gerard isn’t coming because he thinks I have the hots for him. He’s not in the relationship market.”

Conner moved to stand in front of her, his hand reached out. “Come on. We’ll discuss this over my fabulous dinner.”  

Ari allowed herself to be helped up and over to the table. She’d think about Gerard later. It stung to have him be the one to back off. Even though she wasn’t interested that way, either. 

“What’s wrong with me?” 

Conner paused in the process of taking dishes from the cupboard. “Nothing. If there was, Gerard would be sitting next to you waiting to enjoy my latest creation.”

He placed a couple of bowls on the table, then grabbed the pot and ladled a thick orange colored soup into each. Ari breathed in deep trying to determine what ingredients. 


“Don’t tell me, let me guess.” 

She couldn’t identify any particular spice. Scooping up a taste on her spoon, she sipped. Not pumpkin. She’d recognize one of her favorites. She took another sip. 

“You’re going to finish the bowl before you guess what it is.” Conner laughed, but didn’t divulge the answer. 

“It has a bit of a bite, so I’d say some ground cayenne.”

“Good so far.”

She took another sip. Had to be some kind of squash, oh yeah. “Butternut squash soup.”

“Bingo. I figured something easy and filling for a mid-week supper.”

“Back to Gerard. What do you mean if there was something wrong with me he’d be here eating with us?” Ari took another sip of soup. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“For such a smart girl, you can be dense sometimes.” He raised a brow as if he waited for her to guess. 

“Are you going to tell me?” The garlic bread was going to add another ten pounds if she didn’t do some exercise soon. 

“That’s homemade also, how is it?”

“You made this bread too? Man I can’t believe how long it took you to come clean about the cooking. Tell me why would Gerard be eating with us?”

His chuckle warmed her. It was nice to be friends with no hidden agendas. Why was she worried about Gerard? Things were much better without him complicating her life. 

“Honey, if he had no attraction for you there wouldn’t be a reason for him to stay away from this home-cooked delight. He’s a bachelor, believe me he’d be here if it weren’t for you.”

Over the rest of the meal, she thought about what Conner said, and her heart did a little jig hoping he was right. Then her mind told her to forget about it and focus on her new venture. 

“Go watch the tube,” she told Conner. “I’ll clean up dinner. Then I have to finish up the proposal.” 

*****


Friday dawned bright and nerves settled in Ari’s tummy as she attached her bag to the Love Machine. D-day. Design day. Very appropriate because it was the day she found out if her designs would come to fruition. 


She’d set her alarm early to be at Classic Manhattan in time to set up her proposal and rehearse one last time. She chuckled as she gunned the gas on the little scooter. Bella had shimmered in delight when she’d gone over it the evening before—or so she’d like to think.


Ari felt confident. For once, she wasn’t worried. Gertrude would agree with everything and take it to the bank. The wind carried her second chuckle away as she sped to work. 


Darlene glanced up for her worktable. “You’re early. What’s up?”


“It’s Friday.” 


“Oh right. What time do you meet with Gertrude?” 


Ari glanced at the wall clock time was ticking away. “In about thirty minutes. Then she has a meeting with her banker at noon.”

“I know she’ll love your proposal. She loved your idea.” Darlene took her gloves off and straightened. “You’re not nervous are you?”

“No. I thought I’d be a babbling idiot this morning. But I know what I have is right on. I’ll let you get back to your flowers. The wedding tomorrow is going to be awesome.” Ari looked at the arrangement of black and white roses. “I thought the bride was out of her mind when she told you what she wanted. But man, you are a wizard with whatever they throw at you.”

“Ari, when you’re doing your designs, Classic Manhattan will rival the big salons in the city. I hope I can keep up.”

Ari grinned. “A force to be reckoned with, that’s what we’ll be. Our Classic team will put everyone out of business.”

She could hear Darlene’s laughter as it followed to her office. Spreading the proposal over her desk, she read it one more time. 

“Right on time.” Gertrude glanced up at her knock on the frame since the door was opened. “I’ll be with you in a moment, have a seat.”

Ari waited for the nerves to start. Her tummy didn’t flip, nor did her hands shake. Her pitch was solid. She’d dressed in the suit she’d planned to wear last Monday. She looked her best.

“Ready?”

“Yes,” Ari said. Proud of her confident tone, she was a successful business woman. The next 30 minutes would prove that to her boss.

“I realize this is a large undertaking on Classic Manhattan’s part. It will take a leap of faith. But I know I can deliver. I think the first step is a bridal fair, let people of the city, see what we have to offer.”

Gertrude didn’t say anything, she held out her hand. Ari gulped in air, she’d assumed she’d be telling her boss everything. For the first time a rattle of nervousness ran over her. Had she dotted all the I’s and crossed all her T’s? 

Ari swore the tick of the clock echoed like a sonic blast with each second. The older woman’s brow knitted in concentration and not a flicker of expression, good or bad, crossed her face. 

Ari wiped her sweaty palms down her skirt, swallowed and waited. It had only been five minutes, yet seemed an eternity. Gertrude was still reading though, that must be good. Right?

“This is excellent.” Ari startled to attention when Gertrude’s voice intruded the silence. “You’ve covered everything from the cost of equipment to a part-time helper, to full time down the road. Good job. I won’t need to prepare anything for my appointment with the bank.”

“I’m glad you like it. Once you go to the bank, how long will it be before you know if they approve of the loan?” 

“Since this isn’t a personal loan, and it does involve renovations to our business, I’m requesting a substantial amount. It will take a few days to a week for review. My advisor will look it over, make sure he doesn’t need any other information. They have a board meeting every Friday afternoon. If all is in order he’ll present it today.”

Excitement tickled Ari’s scalp. “Sounds good. Would you keep me posted on the progress?”

She stood, reached a hand out to shake her boss’s hand, very professional. Gertrude raised a surprised brow, but her grip was firm when they shook on the deal. 

With her spine ramrod straight, she waited until she was down the hall a bit, then she danced the rest of the way to Darlene’s office. Her friend glanced up when she entered, a grin spread over her face. She opened her arms and walked around the worktable. Ari didn’t hesitate, she walked into them. 

“I did it. She loved it.”








Dear Diary;

Unexpected ally


My satin lining molded to the dress dummy in excitement. My bride laid across her bed, a grin stretched across her face. Humming a tune I’d heard often on that iPod gadget when she dances. 


She hasn’t told me anything, but I know the project she’d been working on must have gone well. Heidi always had the same expression when she’d finished one of her girls. 


“Hey Ari,” Conner said. He walked in and flopped across the bed next to her, the opposite direction. “Do I need to even ask how things went to day?” 


“Great.” 


His chuckle warmed my beads. Too bad he wasn’t the one for my Ari. I’ve grown fond of him. 


“Now if only we could get Gerard to drop by.”


Ari’s head rolled toward Conner’s knees, she had to look down the length him. “What for? I have too much going on for a relationship.”


Again his chuckled rattled around the room. “For not being interested, you sure have a one track mind. I was referring to the program you wanted him to design.”


My hem crinkled in delight. She was smitten with her mate, now I just needed to figure a way to get them together. 


“Oh.” Ari returned her attention to studying the ceiling. Her grin still in place. “It would be nice if he would listen. Think how great it would be if a couple came in and could see a mock wedding with everything they wanted. If it didn’t work, they could change whatever they wanted. Their day would be that much more perfect.”


“So why don’t you find someone else?” 


“I don’t know anyone else or have any idea how to look for someone.”


Conner tilted his head to look at me. “Bella, what do you think she should do?”


With all my might, I willed my beads to shimmer, my lace to ripple. I knew I’d succeeded when I heard him gasp. 


“Ari, I think Bella just answered me.”


Ari rolled her head to the side giving her a full view of me. “Oh really, okay Bella what should I do?”


Shimmering, shaking and wrinkling my satin and lace wouldn’t answer what I wanted. This time I concentrated and the mannequin wobbled slightly.  


Ari’s eyes widened. “I knew you were magic. Conner what do you think she’s trying to tell me?”


“You and Gerard are meant for each other.”


Ari giggled. “Right.”


This time I managed to quiver, sparkle and crinkle my satin at once.


Conner vaulted to a sitting position. “Holy shit, did you see that? She agrees with me.” 


Ari scrambled to her feet and ran to the window. “It’s shut.” She turned to me. 


I warily watched her take a careful step away from me. Sorrow constricted my lace. That was the last thing I wanted, for her to be frightened of me. 


Conner came to me then and touched me reverently, then he slipped an arm around the shoulders of my bolero. “Ari, I saw Heidi on the Today show a few months ago.”


My bride gazed at him in question. “I saw it too.”


“Heidi designs her dresses as you do. You give them a classic love story. She gives them a name and personality. But the point is she swears her gowns are magic when they find their soul mate.”


“Do you think my dresses will be also?” She looked so hopeful. 


He patted my shoulder, then pulled Ari to sit on the edge of the bed. His arm went around her as it had been around me only moments before. “Ari dear, you’re missing my point.”


“And that is?” 


“Bella is your soul mate.”


“I’m not getting married. I don’t even have a boyfriend.”


“Do you know what ‘Arabella’ means?” Conner let his cheek rest on the top of Ari’s gold head.


Her shoulder lifted but she didn’t answer. I was impressed with Conner. He understood.


“It means ‘answered prayer’. I believe you are Bella’s answered prayer. The girl who left her at Classic Manhattan wasn’t her soul mate. But you are.”

 








Chapter Twenty-four




A week later, Ari parked her Love Machine in the alley behind Classic Manhattan. She pulled off her helmet as she walked into the building. She should be excited about the news from the bank, but all she could think of was Conner’s words that day in her room.


How could she be a dress’s soul mate? It didn’t seem possible. However, she’d watched the same TV program. Heidi claimed all of her bridal gowns had a soul mate and when they found each other there would be a happily ever after for the bride and groom.


There was one major thing wrong with that theory. She didn’t have a groom. 


An image of Gerard, his curly hair mussed, his unrepentant grin warming her heart, fluttered through her mind. She hadn’t seen him since the night he’d turned down dinner.


“Whoa!” Darlene stopped her a moment before they collided in the middle of the hall. “Where in the heck are you? Obviously not watching where you’re going.”


Ari focused on her friend. “Sorry, I was thinking.”


“Not very good thoughts by the look on your face.”


“Just thinking about the bank decision. We should know today.”


“I thought you were confident it would go through.” Darlene narrowed her eyes, and cocked her head to the side. “There’s something else.”


“There you are.” Gertrude successfully saved Ari from having to answer Darlene. “The bank just called, would you like to go with me?”


“Me?” Ari cringed at the squeaky quality in her reply. She’d been so professional the other day. 


“Who do you think I mean? If you want to come, let’s go.” Gertrude didn’t wait to see if she followed. 


Ari waved at Darlene, turned to follow her boss. “I’ll come.”


The bank was a short walk down the block from the salon, Gertrude and Ari covered the distance in silence. The older woman kept a brisk pace. Ari kept up, though. She wasn’t about to miss this once-in-a-life-time opportunity. 


Today, it would be official. She’d be invested in the company with her designs. 


That’s if the bank said yes. 


Two hours later, Ari ran through the front doors of Classic Manhattan nearly bowled over the couple in the foyer in her haste to find Darlene. 


She shouted a quick, “Excuse me, sorry!” 

She raced down the hall and skidded to a halt inside Darlene’s office. It was empty.

Retracing her path, she tentatively peeked around the corner to see the couple standing in the foyer. Darlene was discussing appointment schedules with them. They must be a drop in. What an impression she’d given. Crap. 

Might as well go to her office and get some work done. She would be busier than ever now. Tonight she’d celebrate. She called Conner to see if he wanted to have a movie night. When he answered, she found it was a no go. He had to work.

“Damn.” Now what? 

“Damn what?” 

Ari glanced up to see Darlene grinning at her. “Sorry about almost knocking the happy couple over when I came in.”

“I’ll forgive you, if Classic Manhattan got the go ahead for your dress designs.”

Ari felt herself smiling like an idiot. “Yup. We did.”

Darlene dropped into the chair in front of the desk. “Tell now.” 

“First thing, Gertrude is going to have a contractor, or architect, come in to look over the top floor see what can be done. It needs more light. There’s plenty of room, but we may need to rearrange. 

“She’s going to visit Heidi’s work room, and some of the other designers.” Ari inhaled, her cheeks warmed. “I’m going with her. Then we’re going to go over some floor plans with the contractor. He’ll give us a bid, the bank will have to approve. I guess it will all start after that.”

“Your designs?” Darlene leaned to the desk and propped her elbows on the edge, her chin resting in her hands. 

“First we have to shop for some machines. I’ve been researching on the Internet where to find them. There are some good deals on used equipment to start with. That’s my task during the construction period. I need to pinch myself. But I won’t. I bruise easy.”

“I’m so excited. Maybe when you talk your friend into doing the cyber layout we’ll be able to work closely on the bride’s idea for her dress, flowers and wedding so the entire package will tell a story of her day.”

Ari closed her eyes a moment. Wouldn’t that be perfect? Damn Gerard for being so full of himself.

“What’s wrong?”

“Gerard, the guy who is not my friend. He won’t even discuss it with me.”

Confusion danced over Darlene’s features. “Why not?”

“Because I’m a nice girl and he doesn’t want to hurt me. He doesn’t want a relationship right now.”

“You’re asking him to work on a computer program, not go steady.” Darlene tilted her head to the side, her eyes narrowed to slits. “What aren’t you telling me?” 

“Nothing. He came over a few weeks ago for dinner and to watch the Subway Series with Conner and me. The day I came up with the idea, he was supposed to come over again. Conner has been experimenting with recipes and Gerard was invited to dinner. Anyway, Gerard decided not to come, he said he was too busy. So when I went to his apartment to ask him if he’d change his mind and tell him my idea, that was what he told me.”

“Just out of the blue.”

Ari’s tummy turned a bit, “Yes.”

Darlene tightened her lips for a moment before she asked, “You’re not the least bit attracted to him? No sparks were flying, or anything?”

“I don’t have time for complications right now.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Ari stood at the window to stare at the gray building across the street. “There may have been a bit of spark. Apparently it was only one sided.”

“I don’t think so. Ari, if he didn’t have the same spark, there wouldn’t be a reason to avoid you.”

Ari turned to face her friend. “That’s what Conner said.”

“I don’t even know Conner and yet I think I’m beginning to like him, in spite of my earlier thoughts of him.”

“Whatever.” Ari went back to her desk and wiggled her mouse to wake up her computer. “What are you doing tonight?”

“T-ball with the nephew. Why?”

“I wanted to celebrate with a movie night. Conner’s working.”

“So why don’t you ask your neighbor?”

“The one who doesn’t want to have a relationship?”

“I thought you didn’t have time for complications? No harm having a nice fun friendly night.”

“Ha, ha. You and Conner both think if the two of us spend time together something will happen.”

Darlene shoved away from the desk and stood. Without a word, she started for the door, then threw over her shoulder as she left the office. “Yup.”

*****

She’d dropped the Love Machine at the apartment and walked to the video rental shop and Johnnies was on the way home. 


What did she feel like watching? A solitary celebration movie night needed comedy, maybe a bit of romance. The video store had a large close out sign. Online stores that delivered the movies right to your doorstep and the view-on-demand cable were putting the corner video rental stores out of business. 


The prices on the DVDs were a steal. Maybe she’d pick out a few for her collection instead of renting. She picked up one with her favorite actress to read the blurb on the back. 


“Great movie. If you like chick flicks.”


Gerard’s sexy voice swamped her senses. Blowing out through her lips, she plastered what she hoped was a casual smile and faced him.


“Do you watch a lot of chick flicks then?” 


He grinned. “I’ve been known to on occasions, especially when my sisters tie me down.”


Last time she’d seen him, he’d been brisk and dismissive. Maybe he’d been having a bad day. 

“I’m celebrating tonight, want to join me for a movie?” 

His smile faded a bit. “Sorry. Maybe another time.” He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “It’s my turn to pick for a movie night with my sisters. It’s not going to be a chick flick. In fact, I think something with a car chase, lots of action, adventure and blood and guts. What do you think? Payback enough?”

At least this time he hadn’t given her an out and out no, he wasn’t interested. Besides watching movies with his sisters somehow was endearing. 

“Oh I think that’s plenty payback.” She glanced at the DVD in his hand and cringed, poor girls. “Gerard, I do have a legitimate business proposition. It’s a programming idea for my work. When you have time I’d like to go over it with you.”

He hesitated moment, “I’ll drop by sometime. I better go or I’ll never hear the end of it by being late.” 

 
Ari stared after him for a moment. He didn’t look like the type to hang with his sisters. He probably had a date and didn’t want to tell her because he thought she was some pathetic loser after his body.


She forced a chuckle, the guy on the other aisle glanced up at the sound. Giving him an embarrassed smile she took the DVD to the check out. Now that things were going well with her designs, more than ever, she didn’t have time for complications with Gerard anyway. 


If he ever dropped by, she’d be professional, review the proposal and tell him the ideas she had. They could have a working relationship. Nothing more.


Then why did she feel so unhappy at the thought? She hardly knew the man. Granted, she’d never felt such an instant connection with anyone. 


Since he didn’t feel the same, it really didn’t matter. 


Next stop pizza from Johnnies. 

*****


“Ari, you’re going to be late.” Conner’s voice penetrated through the fog of the dream. 


She slapped her arms across the bed, trying to recapture the feeling of warmth on her face. Conner had pulled her from the middle of a field of sunflowers where she’d been twirling taking it all in. As she’d done many times in her youth. 


“Sleepy head. I have coffee.” His voice was much closer.


Forcing first one eye then the other open, her gaze landed on Conner’s amused grin. He was upside down. She realized her head hung over the edge of the bed. A cup, steaming with exactly what she needed, in his hand.


“I think I just went to sleep.”


“You were up blasting your music when I got home. I put my headset on and went to sleep. I figure you pulled an all-night design session. Come drink up. The newest design executive can’t make a habit of being late.”


Ari pulled herself up to sit on the edge and gratefully took the mug from him. “Thanks. You’re right. Conner, you’ve really turned into a great friend. Without you I doubt I’d be alive.” 

She chuckled and then sipped. She couldn’t believe it had been a couple of months since she presented her proposal. Now here she was preparing for the grand opening of the newest addition to Classic Manhattan, Classic Design by Ari. 

“Without my excellent coffee you would have slept through it all.” He went to the door then turned. “Gerard dropped by last night, he said you’d told him a while back about a proposal. I promised to give you the message that he’s interested.”

“Really?” Ari bolted off the bed. “Perfect.” She’d sloshed hot coffee on her lap. She set the coffee on the stand. Using the paper towel Conner had given her she mopped up the spill. She stood and stretched. “What are you doing tonight?”

“Why?” Wariness waved across his expression. 

She held back her laugh, what exactly did he think she was going to ask? “Relax. I only wanted to know if you had any new recipes to try.”

His stance relaxed and his lips split into a smile. “That I can do, am I cooking for two or three?” 

“Depends on Gerard. I’ll drop by his apartment after I get home from work. Darlene has been bugging me to ask him about the program again.”

“Well why haven’t you?”

“He blew me off, remember? He said he didn’t want to get involved. But in the video shop a few weeks back he had sounded more interested.”

“Are you sure you want me to stay? I can go hang out with Rex.” 

“Rex?”

“We’ve been exchanging recipes.” 

She held in her mirth, but a snort managed to escape. “That’s what they’re calling it now?”

His look shot daggers at her. “He’s an apprentice at one of Henry’s other restaurants, he has a wife and a kid.”

Her shoulders stiffened. “I’m sorry. I was just teasing. I would like you to stay though. You’re my friend and I’m having Gerard over to talk about a business deal. I know you’re into gaming you may be able to help in the discussions. Deal?”

His stance relaxed again. “Sure. Dinner will be ready…” He glanced at his watch in thought. “About seven.”

Then he was gone after softly closing the door. Ari picked her mug up and sipped as she turned to stare at Bella. “It’s all coming together. I owe you big time. How do I pay you back?”








Dear Diary;

Sometimes you have to wait


How many times have I wished I could respond? I wanted to shout to Ari that all she had to do to pay me back was marry Gerard and live happily ever after. Was that too hard to understand?  


“I saw you shimmer, you’re trying to answer me I know.” She pointed her mug at me, then wandered into the bathroom. 

 
A few minutes later, she came in naked. My beads warmed at the sight and I directed my attention elsewhere until she had dressed. My bride is not modest.


“Classic Designs by Ari is about to open, Bella. You are magical just like Heidi claims.” She pulled her shirt over her head, then pinned me with an intense look. “But I have proven her dresses don’t all need to have a soul mate with a future groom.”


I let my chapel train crinkle and shimmer in the morning sun. How could she be so smart about some things and so wrong about others?


“I saw that little display. You can’t tell me I have a groom, it’s certainly not Conner. And there’s no other man in my life.”


What a stubborn woman Ari was. She refused to see who was under her very nose. Gerard. Sure he’d not been around, even as a wedding dress I knew it was because she scared him. She had power over him. I’ve learned enough from my other two brides that when a man loves a woman, she held the power. 


Gerard would get used to it. I had the feeling that Conner would continue to be my ally. 

Ari was now ready for her work. The scent that was my bride tickled my lace and she looked fresh with her flowing skirt and breezy top. Her hair hung in a golden braid down her back, with a straw colored hat on her head. On her feet were flip-flops. I guess who ever designed the things called them that because of the slapping sound they made. 


“Wish me luck, Bella, tonight if everything works out I’ll have a new proposal to give Gertrude for Classic Manhattan.”


She grabbed her bag and bustled from the room. I knew what she meant though. She hoped Gerard would be coming to dinner so she could talk him into her program idea.


My beads warmed, and my gathers tightened. Tonight, with Conner’s help, the spark would ignite between my bride and her groom. 








Chapter Twenty-five




Ari dropped her case on her desk, booted up her computer and settled into work. She sipped her latte as she read over the plan for the wedding the next day. If only she could have had her workshop up and running. The bride had picked fantastic colors. When Darlene had brought the couple in to discuss the event a story had grown. 


She’d use their tale for her first dress. However, once the program officially started, advertising would advise brides they could begin their bridal adventure with a design to fit their event. She’d consult with each bride for their story and create designs accordingly. Tingles raced over her at the thought. She laid her hand over her tummy to calm the butterflies. 


Her dream was about to come true.


“Ready?” Ari glanced up in surprise at Darlene. “Sorry I didn’t mean to startle you.”


“It’s okay, what’s up?”


“Wanted to know if you’re ready to give me a tour of the work room? I’d like to have a meeting with Gertrude so we can decide how to approach our new program. We want to utilize all of our resources to maximum advantage.”


“I have to finish with tomorrow’s event, then I can take you through. The contractor is doing the final inspection with the building inspector and fire marshal. Once that’s done, we have the okay to open up shop.”  


“I have the cake to decorate, flowers to finish up. I’ll be back in your office around two.”


“Sounds good.” As Darlene turned, Ari called after her. “Wait. Don’t ask Gertrude for the meeting yet though.”


Darlene paused a frown gathering, “Why not?”


“I hope to have my neighbor talked into the virtual program by tomorrow. I’d love to bring that into the equation when we talk to Gertrude.”


Her friend turned to lean her shoulder on the doorframe. “Why do I get the feeling there’s more to dinner than computer programming?”


“I have no idea, because that’s all it’s going to be. No ulterior motives. Just business.”


Darlene snorted, “Yeah right. I’ll see you at two.”


After she’d left, Ari couldn’t concentrate. Unwilling to let irritation disrupt her agenda, she pushed from the desk to cross to the window. What did she have to accomplish? With a list in mind, she went back to her desk determined to push Gerard to the bottom of her agenda and finish the paperwork for the next day’s wedding. 


“Ready?”


Ari jumped, her chair rolled a few inches from the desk. Reaching out she pulled herself to the desk. “Why do you have to startle me all the time? Can you not make a noise, knock on the door frame, something?”


“I honestly didn’t think of it. Besides it is two and I told you’d I’d be here. I thought you’d be waiting.”


Ari shot a glance toward the wall clock. She’d been engrossed in her work for over four hours, amazing. Pulling herself to her feet, she worked the kinks out of her shoulders and back. That’s what she got for not moving a muscle in such a long time. 


“I haven’t heard from Gertrude or the contractor.” Her shoulders lifted in a shrug. “I can only assume there hasn’t been a problem and the inspection is finished. Let’s go.”


By the time they reached the landing, the heat had risen at least ten degrees. She’d have to check the air conditioner to make sure it was only off and not broken. There’s no way she could work with it this hot. 


“Man, I’m sweating like a monkey.” Darlene swiped a hand across her forehead. 


“Do monkey’s sweat?” With a little giggle she continued. “I know what you mean though. Let me check the air.” Ari stepped into the room, looked around. “Hello?”


When no one answered, she made her way over to the wall control. It indicated sixty-five. Great, just what they needed, to have a problem right before kick-off. She reached for her cell in her pocket, but as she brought it to her ear she noticed a tiny switch on the side of the thermostat. 


It was on off. Relief flooded over her as she flipped it to on. Immediately fans blossomed to life around the room. Warm air swirled away as it gradually cooled.


“Thank God,” Darlene said as she stepped into the room. 


“Come on. Here’s the grand tour, and you don’t even have to move.” Ari laughed. 


They stood in the center of the work area. She pointed first to the new wall of windows above the worktables. “They knocked most of the outer wall out for windows and…” She pointed to the ceiling. “…and sky lights have been placed above also. This will allow the optimum light for the drafting tables. In the winter…” 


Ari walked to the bank of light switches, “…they have installed bright natural lighting.” 


The area brightened with artificial light, fixtures were placed along the side of the windows. 

“I don’t understand why they have the lights around the windows.” Darlene studied the fixtures not looking at Ari.

“Whether the room is lightened by the sun or by the artificial lights, it won’t create different shadow patterns.”


“What do you mean by shadow pattern?”


Ari walked to one of the tables, “If I’m working on a pattern or some very expensive satin and clouds block the sun, then all of a sudden there’s a shadow. It’s costly to waste expensive cloth because I’ve cut it wrong due to poor lighting. So, the light fixtures are on sensors and the contractor programmed them to regulate the lighting so it stays the same. Not that I understand how it’s done—but isn’t it great?”


“You mean it’s the same whether it’s sun or artificial?”


“Exactly the same. Any time of day, night or season—the lighting won’t change.”


“That’s freakin’ genius. Did you think that up?”


Ari laughed at the thought. “I’d love to take credit. Truth is, the contractor interviewed me and he came up with it. He asked where the best place in the room would be to work. He actually questioned me about how light affects my work. He asked things I wouldn’t have thought to tell him. He’s the freakin’ genius.”


“He was worth every penny Classic Manhattan spent on him. I’m so happy for you.” Darlene smiled and then threw her arms around her, the warmth of her happiness seeped through to Ari’s bones. “For us! We’re going to make a fantastic team.”


Ari slipped her arms around her friend and gave her a squeeze. “We already make an awesome group. Just wait, we’re going to take the town by storm, I know it’s a cliché but we are.”

*****


Excitement swelled over her along with the wind as she raced home on the Love Machine. Everything was coming together in a way she’d never dreamed possible. What would make it perfect is if Gerard would agree to the virtual program. 


He had too.


Once she parked and locked the scooter, she took the stairs as fast as she could. Her shoes flapped an echo up the stairwell. The scent of something remarkable reached her before she reached her front door. 


“Conner,” She called as she entered. “What’s for dinner?”


Her pink apron, she recognized the flamingo design, graced his slim hips. He cocked his head to look over at her. “Not telling. It won’t be done for about an hour. Go get all gussied up and then see if you can seduce Gerard over for dinner.”


A belly laugh bubbled up from the pit of her stomach. When she was able to catch her breath again, she walked to him and slung her arm around his shoulders. 


“Exactly what year were you born? Gussied? I haven’t heard that word since I watched Gun Smoke reruns with my Dad.” Then she remembered. “Oh, and Darlene used it the day I presented my idea.”


He raised a brow and didn’t answer. Then he shook her arm off and nodded toward her room. Chuckling, she took the hint and left him to his masterpiece.


She refused to get gussied up and seduce Gerard to dinner though. He’d either be interested or he wouldn’t. Which, since he stopped by to talk about it, she assumed he was, yes, he’d come to dinner and listen to her idea.


“Bella, I can’t wait to tell you about the new design room. I wish I could take you there for inspiration but I don’t want to have other’s think you’re for sale. You’re mine.” 


The dress shimmered in the late evening sun, Ari smiled. People would think she was nuts if she admitted she thought the dress answered. But Bella was special. And she truly believed, to the depth of her soul, the gown knew what she was saying and answered in the only way Bella knew how by shifting her fabric to catch the light. 


“Again, I’m going to need your good luck wishes.” She skipped—she couldn’t believe she was happy enough to actually skip at her age—into the bathroom to freshen up. 


When she returned she picked up the conversation with Bella as if there’d been no interruption. “I’m going to ask Gerard to dinner.”


Ari placed her hand on the shoulders of Bella’s bolero. “Do you think he’ll say yes?”


A tremor ran through the mannequin vibrating the silk and lace under her hands. “I think he will too.”


The minute she stepped from her room into the living area, garlic wrapped around her senses. “Oh I love whatever you’re making.” 


“Wait until you actually taste it.”


“I’ll be back with Gerard.”


“Dinner will be ready soon. You’ll have enough time to have a nice glass of Riesling with the appetizer.”


Ari stopped at the door, “Oh it’s going to be spicy.”


“You’re learning. There’s hope for you.”


Ari pulled the door open, smiling as she made her way up the stairs to Gerard’s floor. She paused to catch her breath, but mostly to calm her hammering heart.


It was only excitement about the project. 


After a few knocks she heard his muffled voice. When the door swung wide, the air in her lungs emptied in one whoosh.

 
His wet hair curled around his face, giving him a boyish charm. Without a shirt, she didn’t need proof he kept himself fit. His faded jeans hugged his hips, her gaze traveled to the hem where his bare feet peered out. 


She swallowed and snapped her head up. Her face warmed when she encountered his amused eyes. Good grief, he’d caught her taking him in like a school girl. How mortifying.


“Can I help you? I’m not for sale before you ask.”


His words covered her like a bucket of cold water. “Get over yourself.” 


She pivoted on her heel, they’d live without his programming. Two steps away from him, she thought of Bella and her dreams for Classic Manhattan. 


Grow up Ari.



She gulped and spun around again. “I have a plan for your programming skills if you’re interested. Conner has something delicious brewing on the stove.”


She’d pretend she hadn’t been caught staring and his snide remark hadn’t happened. “Please, I think you’ll like it.”


“Dinner or your plan?” 


She smiled in relief that he planned to let it drop also. “Both?”  


“Let me finish dressing and I’ll be down in a minute.”


“See you in a few, then.” 


She raced down the stairs and into the apartment.

“He’s going to be here in a minute. Is there anything I can do?”


“Yes calm down,” Conner said. “Then set the table, please.”


Gerard was as good as his word and walked in only a few minutes later. Ari decided it was best to feed him first. A satisfied belly made a happy man. 


“Conner you have outdone yourself again. Thank you both for inviting me. Now it’s time I heard this proposal Ari is so anxious to tell me about.” 

Gerard stood and held out Ari’s chair. The three of them retrieved their wine glasses and settled in the living area. 

Ari placed her wine on the coffee table, picked up her case, opened it and spread out her proposal. “Classic Manhattan has branched out. We now have a new option, a one stop shopping for the bride and groom.”

“I don’t know much about your salon, you’ll have to walk me through everything.” Gerard tilted his head to the side in a posture of listening. 

“Classic Manhattan as you know is a premier wedding salon. When a couple comes in, we plan the event from start to finish. Flowers, cake, photographs, even a travel agent for the honeymoon.”

“What else could you branch into?” Gerard asked. 

“Formal wear.”

“Your designs?” His grin filled her. He remembered. 

“Yes. Gertrude has contracted with one of the local tuxedo shops for the men’s gear. The bride will have an option of creating a dress to go with her story.”

“Story?”

“Yes all my dresses have a classic story of love. The bride will tell me how she met her groom. Hopefully inspiration will strike and her dress and bridesmaids designs will blend into the event design.”

Gerard snuggled into the cushions, Ari held her breath while she watched him take a sip of wine. The suspense was killing her. Conner waited calmly as if entertained by his favorite sitcom. He had a satisfied smirk as if something was unfolding in front of his eyes.

She wanted to smack him. With an iron-will she refrained and kept her attention on Gerard. 

“Where do I fit in?”

“Virtual programming.”

“It’s been done.”

“I’m sure it has. You do gaming, right?” She waited for him to nod. “My idea is for you to design a wedding game. Only it won’t be a game. The bride and groom will come in for a consultation. We’ll be able to input key words into the program and build the virtual event. So the bride can see the atrium, or whatever room she decides to use, as if she were to walk in five minutes before wedding time.”


Had she confused him? Sometimes, in her enthusiasm, she left out important details

His features pinched in thought. 


“And you’d be able to design the dress from the virtual mock event?”


“It would help. They’d be able to select invitations to match the design, the flowers, cake—everything from dress to dessert. It would be as if the program took a snap shot of the empty room seconds before the event.”


“Yes I got that part.”


“Could you do it?” 


“When do you need it?”








Dear Diary;

Coming together


“Bella, he said yes.” Ari picked me up by the shoulders, dress dummy and all, to dance around the room. “You changed my life.”


Giddy, I enjoyed the sensation as she twirled. All too soon, she placed me back in my spot. She dropped back onto her bed. I’ve come to realize this is one of her favorite positions. 


“He said he’d have something for me next week. I’m to make an appointment with Gertrude.” She rolled to her stomach; propped herself up on her elbows and grinned at me. “Everything is falling into place. Thank you.”


I let my satin shiver in the breeze coming through the opened window. How can a shimmer or ripple convey what I wanted to tell her? 

I wasn’t sure how to cope with my frustration. Heidi never discussed what would happen if our bride didn’t want to get married. Or didn’t have a groom in mind. With Cecie and Jessie all I had to do was hang in their room and they used me as someone to confide in. They needed to work things out for themselves, come to their own conclusions to find true happiness.

I didn’t know what to do with Ari. She talked to me. She actually knew I responded. And on top of that she knew we were soul mates. Why the scrap didn’t she understand she needed a groom and that guy had come into her life at the same time I did.

Couldn’t she see the connection?








Chapter Twenty-six




Rubbing her sweaty palms down her denim skirt, she glanced at the clock again, two minutes later than the last time. Gerard would be there soon for the meeting. She hadn’t seen him since the night he’d come to dinner. She’d had to leave him a note about the time of the meeting.


Maybe he hadn’t found it under his door. She pushed away from the desk and strode to the opposite side of the office, pivoted, then crossed to the other side. All the while, threading her fingers through her hair, a nervous habit she’d never grown out of. 


“Ouch.” She’d forgotten she’d clipped it back. 


“I like the look.” Gerard’s voice stopped her pacing.


She swung around to face him. “Hi, I wasn’t sure if you’d be here.”


“Why wouldn’t I be?” He honestly looked bewildered. 


“I never heard from you to confirm.”


“Oops, Conner must have forgotten to tell you.”


“He’s been working in the evenings, I haven’t seen him.” She smiled. “I’ll let him off the hook. Let’s go.”


“Aren’t you going to fix your hair?”


Patting a hand to the side of her head she encountered a knot of hair half in and half out of the clip. Great she’d have to take a trip to the ladies room. That’s what she got for not having a mirror in her bag. 


“Give me a second.” She didn’t wait for his response.


She returned breathless but with her style back in place. “Ready?”


“Sure. I really think this is a great idea. Thanks for thinking of me.”


Ari gave a short laugh as she led the way to Gertrude’s office. “No need to thank me, you’re the only person I know who works with computers.”


Before he answered, they were at her boss’s door. Taking a deep fortifying gulp of air, she knocked. 


“Come in, have a seat.”


Ari took the chair to the left of Gerard, then introduced him to her boss. Now it was up to him to convince Gertrude of the programs worth.


“I need to tell you up front, I’m not looking for any more expansions. Ari’s new scheme has been expensive enough.” Gertrude folded her hands on the desk, tilted her head to the side and waited. 


Ari swallowed her nerves. Surely the woman would realize how much they needed this? She’d let Gerard take charge. He was the one with answers to the questions. Ari wouldn’t have a clue.  


“I’m sure, Ms. Schneider…”


“Call me Gertrude, please.” Ari bit back a smile. The woman actually smiled at Gerard. 


She glanced at him as he began to explain the program. Gel glued his curly hair into place. She much preferred it when it was crazy wild over his scalp. His white shirt pressed and creased, maybe one of his sister’s had pressed it for him. His slacks had a matching crease. He looked crisp. It was the only word she could think of. 


Professionally crisp maybe, she pulled her attention back to the conversation. 


“Gertrude, I’m going to give you an example. It’s much easier for you to see rather than for me to explain.” 

He pulled his laptop out of its case and walked around to place it on the desk across from Gertrude. Easy for her to see, but still within his reach so he could control the program. 

“Ari, pretend you’re a young bride and tell us what you want.”

“Sunflowers.” Since she was a small child, they had been her favorites. It would be much more authentic if she were honest instead of pretending. 

“Okay, what else? Any other colors?” Gerard’s fingers tapped words out on the key board. 

“Cornflower blue. I want it to look like a sunflower field in the spring. Yellow for as far as you can see against the beautiful blue of the sky.”

“Great. Give me a minute here now.” 

Ari watched Gertrude, her face intent on the images flashing across the screen. A slow smile peeked at the corner of her lips. That had to be good, didn’t it?

“Okay. What would come next in the interview?” Gerard asked.

Gertrude, her eyes actually twinkled. “Would you be interested in a custom design dress for your wedding?” Then heavens above, she winked. 

“You have dresses here?” Ari faked surprise. “Yes! I would.”

“Tell us the story of how you met your groom? We specialize in classic love stories that compliment your event. Your dress will have its own story.”

Getting into the spirit of things, Ari sat up straight and scooted to the edge of her chair. “One lovely spring day, I had a new dress on and when I walked into the foyer of my apartment I ran into him. After that day, it seemed like everywhere I went; the video store, central park for a little league soccer game, the grocery store, I met him over and over.” She let her shoulders lift. “We fell in love before either of us knew it was happening.”

She shifted her attention to Gerard. His fingers had stilled on the keyboard, his look intense on her. She realized she’d described what had happened with them, and had been happening. Warmth crawled up her neckline until it reached her forehead then seemed to radiate in place. 

“Now, what do you do with the information?” Gertrude asked. 

Gerard looked at Ari a moment longer then broke eye contact to look at the laptop. He cleared his throat. Twice. “Ari said you have catalogs of your flower and cake designs along with everything else correct?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll need to have everything in the program, and any new designs will need to be added as they are completed. It’ll be an ongoing process. As Classic Manhattan grows, so will the program. Because I didn’t have anything from the salon to work with, I’ve pulled things from the Internet. Here is a mock event with what Ari has described.”

He stood back so Gertrude could see. Ari went around the other side of the desk to see. 

How he’d done it, she didn’t know, but the virtual room was their atrium cast in the perfect blue. She could almost feel the spring breeze through a sunflower field. The cake was actually three white satellite wedding cakes decorated with yellow sunflowers. 

 Choking back the lump that had lodged in her throat, Ari gazed at what could have been her wedding. She could feel the heat of Gerard’s stare locked on her. No way could she return his glance. He’d be able to read her thoughts. 

Bella would gloat. Because Bella was right.  

When the hell had she fallen in love?

God, love Gertrude. The woman was oblivious to Ari’s turmoil. “How much?” Gertrude asked Gerard.

Gerard stared at Ari a moment more before he wrested his gaze from her to look at the older woman. “It would be a flat fee to design and add all of the salon’s information, much like when you had your web site designed. And then a monthly fee for updates and maintenance. 

“In fact if I could have your web master’s information I can set something up so people can play with designs before they come in. They could get an idea of what they want and streamline your consultations.”

“Our web person quit. I think she had to go back to work full time.” Gertrude kept her attention on the laptop. “Could you take over the maintenance of our web site?”

“Actually that would make it easier for me to add the virtual planner. I wouldn’t have to coordinate with someone else.”

Ari stepped away and cleared her throat. “You don’t need me for this part. I have some work to do for tomorrow’s event. Gerard I’ll see later.”

Vaguely she registered that her boss had asked her a question as she left. She had no idea what it was. All she knew was that she’d somehow fallen in love with Gerard.

She couldn’t breathe. 

Ari closed her office door and then settled into her chair facing the window. Not that there was anything to see, she didn’t care. She wasn’t focused. She hadn’t even thanked him. He must think she was ungrateful. She’d worry about that later.

She had to decide what to do. 

They hadn’t even dated. They’d run into each other a few times. He’d only come to dinner when Conner had cooked. Only three times. She barely knew him. He had sisters. How many? She had no clue. 

You could not be in love with someone and not know anything about them, could you? It was Bella. It had to be. The dress was making her crazy. It was the only explanation. 

*****


A knock on the office door penetrated the confusion in her mind. Glancing over her shoulder, she watched it open and Gertrude walk in. Had Ari said to come in? 


“We have a new web guru. Thank you for bringing Gerard in. I’ve told him you will get with Darlene and the others, gather their newest designs, and ideas. Gerard said he’d be gone to his family’s this week-end and to give the information packet to the super of your apartment building.”


“I’ll do that now.” Ari snapped her planner shut. She’d take it home. “Is Darlene in her office?”


“Something going on?”


Ari stopped in the process of flipping through files on her desk. “With Darlene?” 


“No. With Gerard?” Gertrude folded her arms over her bony chest and gave Ari a stern look. “I have a lot riding on your new design project. And now this new venture and I don’t want it messed up.” The woman shifted to block the doorway. “You couldn’t get out of my office fast enough, and though you both live in the same building, he wants you to drop the files he needs at the superintendants office, why?”


Ari sucked in some air and let it blow through her mouth before she answered. “I had some work to do and computer stuff is over my head. As far as the other, I’m not sure why I couldn’t just drop it off to him.”


Gertrude studied her a moment longer then stepped out of the way. “Okay, I guess. Tell everyone to use their most current designs and ideas. I want everything fresh.” At the door the woman paused again. “Oh, we’re going to go with your bridal fair, it will introduce the new virtual program. All the attendees can do their design. I’m in hopes that once they see it virtually that they’ll have no choice but to pick Classic Manhattan for their wedding.” Gertrude began to turn, she paused long enough to look over her shoulder. “Thank you.” 

Then she was gone. Ari stared at the door, Gertrude actually seemed grateful for her ideas. Warmth ran through her. Bella had brought her to this place, right where she wanted to be. So why did she feel she needed to share her happiness with her new co-worker, Gerard? She refused to think of him in any other way. 


The rest of the day went fast. Darlene and the rest of the crew were excited about the new virtual program. As a result, she had a box full of files and no idea how to get them home on the Love Machine. 


Maybe she could attach it to the top case on the back. What she needed was a Bungee cord. She sat the box next to the scooter to return to the building and find one. 


The maintenance guy Gertrude had hired to fix some cupboards and ended up permanently on the payroll had the fasteners. 


“Be sure to bring them back. I use them all the time.” He hollered after her.


She raised her hand, the cords waving back and forth. “Promise I will.” 


His skeptical expression made her laugh. She’d leave it in her top box and bring it back in the morning. No problem. Maybe it would restore his faith in the human race he’d apparently lost somewhere. 


Forgetting about the lonely maintenance man, Ari’s mind turned to Gerard and with it, confusion set in. Why on earth couldn’t she give him the box of files? 


Had he read her in Gertrude’s office? Obviously he didn’t care for her so why would he avoid her? 


A horn blared, forcing her to pay better attention to the crowded streets. New York traffic was brutal and required full concentration at all times. 


More or less on autopilot, she arrived at the apartment without mishap. No thanks to her wandering mind that couldn’t stay focused the entire trip. 


That was scary in itself. 


Unfastening the box, she threw the cords in the top box as planned. Then hefted the files in her arms. She would take them to Gerard herself. It was just plain silly to leave it with the super. 


When she rapped on his door, there was no answer. Maybe he really had left for the weekend. Digging in her bag, she pulled out a pen and paper and scribbled a note that she had the files and when he got home to come and get them. 


There. Now he had to deal with her. 








Dear Diary;

If it’s not one, it’s the other


“Gerard will be working with us at Classic Manhattan, Bella. What do you think of that?”


I was delighted of course. I shifted my silken underskirt enough to make my beads catch the artificial light from the lamp. It was much harder to respond when I didn’t have the sun shining through the window. Not impossible though. 


“Oh you’re glad about that, aren’t you?” Ari flopped across her bed. “You’re going to be in seventh heaven when I tell you my next news.”


I waited. What could she tell me? And what the scrap was seventh heaven? Humans had weird expressions if you ask me. 


“I’m in love.” 


Her announcement had my bodice tighten, but then my bolero shivered, when I wondered with whom?


“Gerard snuck under my skin and settled.” She rolled to her belly and propped her chin in her hands. “So what should I do now?”


Elation ruffled my lace. Then her question struck me, what did she mean? Gerard loved my bride. He had too. 


“Well, what no answer? Yup he’s running in the opposite direction.” 


Now what? I could do my best to lead Ari toward her groom but when Gerard wasn’t even here, I may be magical with my soul mate, but I didn’t have that much magic. 


“You’re no help,” Ari said with disgust in her voice. She scrambled off the bed and turned her iPod thing to some blues cranked the sound and began to dance. 


Apparently, she would design to forget. That would give me some time to figure out how to go about my magical match making. 


Heidi never informed any of us girls it could be this difficult. 








Chapter Twenty-seven




There had been no sign of Gerard. Every time she heard someone on the stairs she’d hold her breath hoping there’d be a knock on the door. Nothing had happened. 


Conner had been working a lot lately. She’d only seen him for a few minutes Sunday morning. He seemed very happy with his new job. The shadows in his eyes were all but absent.


He was shopping for a place of his own. He’d also apologized for staying past the time they’d agreed too. She smiled. How could she mind when he cooked all the time? As far as she was concerned she’d come out ahead in the bargain. 


Sleeping on her couch for a couple of months had to be a pain, literally, in the back. What would she do once he was gone? She’d only have Bella, because Gerard seemed to be avoiding her at all costs. Even if that meant not doing his new work he’d agreed to do for Classic Manhattan. 


Gertrude would be upset with her if he missed the deadline. Darlene had told Ari that Gerard had promised to have the new system up by the end of the month. That was only three weeks away. He needed to have the files, and she hadn’t left them where he’d asked.   

  
Ari shrugged as she parked her scooter in the alley at Classic Manhattan. 


“Hey, so is Gerard letting you help with the planner?” Darlene was in the process of grabbing herself a cup of coffee in the break room when Ari walked in. 


“I haven’t seen Gerard since we worked on getting the preliminary program set up.” 


Darlene frowned, took a sip then held the mug with cupped hands in front of her. She leaned a hip on the counter and tilted her head to the side. Ari hated when Darlene did that, it usually meant she was going to impart something Ari didn’t want to hear. 


“Gertrude said you were leaving the files with the building super? Did you?” The question surprised Ari, relief ran over her. 


“No. I left him a note I had them.”


“So he hasn’t come to pick them up.” Darlene stated with another sip along with the quirk of her brow in question.

“No, he must still be at his family’s home.” Ari poured her own coffee, sipped and waited. 

 
“Or he’s afraid to see you.” 


If only he had feelings one way or another. “I doubt it. He’s probably coming home today and knew I’d be at work and he didn’t want to wait until I got home to start on the files.”


Crap, now that she’d said it, she realized it was probably true. Now she’d put him behind. She was the one that needed to get over herself. 


“I need to call Conner I’ll talk to you later.” She rushed to her office. 


It wasn’t like she couldn’t call Conner in front of Darlene, it was more she was ashamed that she’d been thinking of herself and not realized the real reason for leaving the files with the super. 


“Conner?” 


She heard his yawn, then a groggy, “Yeah?”


“Sorry Conner, I know you were at the restaurant late last night. But I need a huge favor.”


Ari heard something and then Conner told her to wait a minute. She could hear Gerard in the background. Relief ran over her, he’d come to pick the files up. 


Conner returned to the line to let her know Gerard was now in possession of the files, she told him thanks and she’d see him at home. 

“Well?” 

Ari jumped, “Crap. What?”

“You left in a rush did you tell Conner to take the files to Gerard?” 

“You’re doing fine so far, what do you think?” 

Darlene settled into her usual place when she invaded Ari’s office space. Her hands cradled the mug of coffee. Most likely a refill, either that or it was now iced coffee. 

“Here’s what I think. You’ve fallen for the handsome computer geek. You’ve scared the shit out of him.” She smiled then took a sip. “And now both of you are avoiding each other, how am I doing so far?”

This is what she expected to hear from Darlene in the break room earlier. Darlene could read Ari and her situations like an open book. No one had ever been able to do that. 

“I hate when you do that.”

“I’m right on the money.” This time Darlene smirked. “So where does Bella come into all this.”

“It’s her fault.”

“What? Bella is a designer gown. How can it be a piece of material’s fault?” Darlene was chuckling and shaking her head. 

“Have you watched the Today segment with Heidi?” 

“No, what does that have to do with anything?”

Ari sipped her own coffee, grimaced, it was cold and she hated cold. “Go find it on the Internet it will save me from explaining.”

“Now I’m intrigued. A girl and her dress, there’s a story somewhere.” 

“I’ve got work to do, designs to create. I don’t have time for your speculations.”

Darlene stood, saluted with her mug. “I’ll leave you to it. I’m off to watch the Today show.” She stopped at the doorway. “When did it air?”

Ari told her, and then with determination flipped open her bag to pull out her latest design. A flowing dress with a story from the roaring twenties, a history that would make the dress come to life. 

*****


It had been a very long day. Ari admitted part of the cause was Darlene. As promised, she’d watched the show and hit the nail right on the head again. 


That day she’d told Ari that Bella was her soul mate and the gown had somehow contrived to have Gerard and Ari fall in love. Ari hadn’t bothered to point out that it was one sided.


She loved him. He didn’t want to have anything to do with her. Ever since she hadn’t been able to get him out of her thoughts.


Once she was finally home, she stowed the Love Machine and let herself into the building. As she approached her apartment, garlic invaded her senses, again. Man, she hoped that was coming from her place because her stomach just gave a growl in answer to the aroma. 


Luck smiled on her because when she opened the door, Conner was busy in his kitchen. It was no longer hers. He’d taken control, and she was glad to let him.


“Smells divine, what’s for dinner?”



“Go relax, you’ll know soon enough.”


A knock on the door interrupted her progress to her room. Retracing her steps she pulled the door wide and then blinked. Was Gerard a cross dresser? 


“Hi?” Maybe he had a twin sister? Oh, that was probably it. “You must be Gerard’s sister.”


“I’m Lacy his younger sister. Are you Ari?”


“Yes, come in.”


The girl stepped into the living room. Now, in the better light, Ari could see she was much younger than Gerard. When she saw Conner she frowned and stared accusingly at Ari. 


“So that’s what happened.”


Bewildered Ari slanted her head. “How what happened?”


Conner had dried his hands and stood facing them both. A welcoming smile played over his face.


“You broke Gerry’s heart. My poor sweet brother, all his life girls have chased him. He never gave them a second thought. Then he falls for you and you’re in love with someone else.”


“What?” Ari and Conner asked at the same time.


“Oh this just keeps getting better. I wish I had some popcorn.” Conner’s comment sounded like nails running down the schoolroom chalkboard. 


“You call Gerard, Gerry?” Somehow Ari could not picture her broad shouldered neighbor as a Gerry. And how in the hell had she broken his heart?


The girl looked at Conner and then back to Ari. “He doesn’t live here then?”


Ari gave a narrow-eyed glance in warning at Conner, then returned her attention to Lacy. “Conner is my roommate, we’re friends. Why would you think Gerard would care if Conner and I were dating anyway?”


She sighed as if Ari were dumb. “Because my brother is in love with you.”


Conner gave a bellow of laughter at that comment. Ari noticed that Lacy shot him the same disgruntled look she knew was on her face. 


“Lacy, why don’t you stay for dinner? I’m cooking French. You can ask Gerry if he wants to join us. Ari, that’s okay with you, isn’t it?”


Ari didn’t know what to say. Of course, she wanted Gerard to come over. His sister had to be wrong. Over the month he’d been programming the mock up to present to Gertrude, they’d worked closely going over the details. Her heart had hammered and by the time he’d left she’d felt as if she’d run a marathon. 


However, he’d been indifferent to her. Hardly glancing in her direction, professional and direct the entire time. Since his demonstration, when Ari had all but run from her bosses office, she hadn’t seen him.

The girl had misread the situation. 


“Yes, please come for dinner. Conner’s meals are fabulous.”


“My sister Marla is here too.”


“Bring everyone, there’s plenty of food. It will be ready in about twenty minutes. You may want to bring some soda, we only have wine and beer.”


The girl stopped in the process of leaving and turned back, “I’m twenty-one and Marla is too. We can have a drink with dinner.” 


Both Conner and Ari stared after her as the door snapped shut in their faces. Ari looked to her roommate, “I thought she was about sixteen.”


Conner chuckled as he shook the pan to sauté whatever treasure he had in it. “I did too.” 


Ari continued to her bedroom to put away her bag and change, what she’d been about to do before Lacy had interrupted. When she walked in, Bella shimmered in the evening light. 


“Gerard and his two sisters are coming for dinner. I’ll leave the door open so you can hear.”


Bella swayed on her stand. Ari smiled. She had given up trying to come up with explanations of why the gown could do those types of things. 


Bella was her soul mate. Now she had to convince Gerard he was hers. A laugh bubbled up from her core. If his sister was correct there wouldn’t be much convincing. 


“Bella, wish me luck.” 


For a moment, she thought she’d have to catch the mannequin before it landed in a heap of lace and silk. 


“A happy dance, Bella? Really?” Ari chuckled at her own joke as she threw open the closet doors to consider what to wear. “Can’t do too fancy or he’ll catch on. And can’t go seductive, not with the little sisters watching.”


Reaching in, she pulled out a hippie boho patchwork, her favorite long summer dress. The lightweight material swung around her legs as she walked, making her feel feminine. As most of her dresses, she had a pair of flip-flops that matched. 


“So how do I look? Not too dressy, but feminine?”


Bella gave a soft shimmer in the setting sun. Ari danced around her bedroom letting her joy fill the air. Then she waved at the gown and walked into the living room. 


“Bella approve?” Conner’s asked dry as toast. 


“In fact, she did.” 


Conner walked to Ari, circled around her and after a moment. “I agree, very nice.”


A knock sounded at the door.


“Oh, that will be our guests,” Conner said. “Why don’t you play hostess and I’ll pour the wine.”


Ari opened the door and her breath caught in her chest when she came face to face with Gerard, handsome in casual jeans and tee shirt. He had an arm slung over each of his sisters. They were the twins. If Lacy hadn’t been wearing the same outfit as she had earlier, Ari wouldn’t have been able to tell them apart.


“Dinner is ready. Come on in.” She held her hand out. “You must be Marla, and I assume you and Lacy are twins?”


Both girls giggled until Gerard answered for them. “Marla is a year older. But most people can’t tell them apart.”


French to Conner meant an appetizer of escargot, and both girls needed persuading to try one. Neither Ari nor Gerard needed any prompting. 


“The butter and garlic must have been what I smelled at the door when I walked in.” Ari forked a second one leaning in to make sure butter didn’t drip down her front. 



Gerard had been entertaining them all with stories of his computer school days at NYU. She’d laughed so much her sides ached. He was on his best behavior, confusing her all over again.


After everyone had quieted to finish their dinner, Gerard turned his attention on Ari. Her fingers lost all sensation with his intent look and her fork dropped.

“Is Gertrude ready to launch the new virtual program along with the design studio?” His expression was professional, in no way as personal as she’d have liked. 


His sister had to be wrong. He didn’t care for her in that way. They had a professional relationship, as far as he was concerned anyway. 


“Yes. Tomorrow morning, a full-page ad for Classic Manhattan will run in both the New York Times and The Post. It will feature all the details of the bridal fair we’re sponsoring to unveil our new virtual wedding planner and my designs.” Ari busied her shaking hands by spreading a bit of brie on a cracker. 


“Is your picture in the ad?” Lacy asked.


“Yes. The photographer took several pictures of me in my new design room working over the draft tables, or cutting some satin. I haven’t seen the ad, I hope I look decent and not like a dork.”


“Did you have an airy dress on like you have now? That dress tells your story.” Marla nodded at her flowing sundress. 


Ari glanced down, “You think I’m a patchwork person?”


Both girls laughed, but Lacy answered for her sister. “We’ve just met you, but by having dinner here I’ve learned that you are more than meets the eye.”


Ari wasn’t sure how to take that statement, “Thank you, I think.”


Marla answered this time. “You’re welcome.” She pushed away from the table. “Thank you Conner, that was a lovely meal. I need to get home I have an early workday tomorrow. Come on Lacy.” 


“Any time you want us to try out a new recipe give us a call. Here’s my card.” Lacy handed it to him and grinned. “I’ll have to run extra miles around the park, but it will be worth it.”


Conner bowed, the towel over his arm swaying as he did so. Ari bit back a laugh at the picture he made, like something out of French cuisine magazine.  


“Do you have any more files I need to update?” Gerard stood with his sisters.


“Why don’t I walk you girls out, you never know who may be lurking in the street.” Conner laid his cloth down and held an arm out for each of them.

Ari burrowed her brow, what was Conner talking about? They lived in a safe neighborhood. As safe as anyone could be in the city, she thought. Puzzled she watched him hustle the two young women out, with a tossed comment over his shoulder to leave the dishes. 

Gerard looked as confused as she felt. Finally, he turned to look at her, and gave her inquiring expression. 

She didn’t understand, then she remembered. The file. “It’s in my room, come on.”

When he just stood at the table, she realized he wasn’t about to enter her room. A plan had formed out of nowhere. Suddenly she wanted him to see Bella. The gown must be sending her vibes. Trying not to feel like a crazy person, she went back and grasped his elbow. 

“I want to show you the inspiration for my designs.”

He didn’t budge. “The dress you were wearing the day we met. I’ve seen it. I need to hurry. Please get the file.”

Since the others had left, his manner had turned almost hostile as if he’d rather be in the pits of hell than alone with her. Could Conner be right? Was he afraid to be alone with her?

“One little look won’t take long and I want to show you what I’m working on.”

“Fine. Make it fast.” 

She felt his gaze on her as she led the way to her room. When she entered, she flipped on the overhead light and turned her head to watch both Bella and Gerard. The dress stand swayed, Bella’s beads gave a glimmer and a shiver. 

Even though she’d known Bella had wanted him in the room, to actually see them together, gave her tummy a flip. Gerard blinked then he stared at the white gown, now smooth and free of any movement. 

He didn’t acknowledge he’d seen anything, but Ari knew he had. His expression of surprise had given him away.  

“Nice dress.” He shifted his stance. “Now what did you want to show me?”

Ari faced him and grabbed a hunk of tee shirt in each fist. She stood on tiptoes and pulled him into her. Two seconds before her lips captured his, his eyes widened in shock. 

The Star-Spangled Banner danced over her. Rockets’ red glare and tremors chased down her spine. She pulled away only slightly, to run her tongue over her tingling lips. 

The stunned expression on his face told her he’d experienced the same. 

“Let’s try that again,” she said. “In case you don’t understand what I want to show you.”








Dear Diary;

The Kiss


My bride pulled Gerard back to her and they kissed again. When his arms finally wrapped around her back my beads rippled in delight. 


Now I would have my day. I couldn’t contain my excitement as the two continued to kiss. Then he pulled away, my hem crinkled in trepidation. 


“Arabella. I don’t have time for this.” His hands were now on her upper arms. 


My Ari held her ground. “I damn well don’t have time for this either. Do you think I wanted to freakin’ fall in love?”


The anger in her voice surprised not only me, but Gerard too. He raised a brow, but didn’t step away. This I took as a good sign. 


“So why did you? It’s not like we’ve been dating. In fact we haven’t even gone on a date or been alone together.”


“We were at the ball park.”


“Oh yeah. And there wasn’t a dozen little league tykes around at all. Why me?”


Ari swallowed and I could see the glisten of tears brimming in her eyes. “I don’t know. I didn’t exactly choose you. Bella did.”


Gerard looked over her shoulder at me, concerned I suspect, of Ari’s sanity. I decided to let him know Ari wasn’t crazy. 


I concentrated with all my might. A bit of a sway one way, then the other. After a millisecond, I had my mannequin swinging as a chapel train would from a breeze through an open window.   


He dropped his hands from her arms and stepped around Ari. He stared at me, my satin and lace felt warm all over. This was my bride’s, groom. 


He swung back to demand, “Did you see that?”


“Bella is magical.”


“You said she was a Design by Heidi. I know she claims her creations are magical only when they find their soul mate.” His look ping-ponged from Ari to me. “Let me get this straight, you are Bella’s soul mate? So what does that make me?”


Ari’s shoulders lifted in a shrug. “My groom.”


“Oh no. I don’t think so. I hardly know you.”


“Do you think I want this? My dream has finally come true. My designs ready for the world to see. The last thing I needed was to fall in love.” Her shoulders slumped. Emotion caused her words to come so softly I had to strain to hear. “I love you, Gerard. We both design, our work compliments each other. We both love movies, watching the kids play ball in the park. I can’t explain it all. I just know I love you.”


I wanted to gather in my bride with the sleeves of bolero to comfort her. Wipe the tears from her face. Gerard stood very close to my hem. I focused until I leaned into him with an encouraging nudge in her direction.


He moved as if he’d been shot. But the next thing I knew, Ari was in his arms. 


“Shush, we’ll figure it out.”


Ari sniffed, pulled away enough to look at him. “Figure what out?”


“Come here.” His hands cupped her face and this time he kissed her. 


My seams quivered in happiness, until his fingers started to slip her straps down her shoulders. Oh my, what was he doing? Then her top slithered down to reveal her breasts. My beads warmed. 


When he bent his head to kiss those, my satin shivered in shock. I could not watch whatever it was they were doing. 


Using my hem, I skipped an inch at a time until I faced the closet. My lace hummed to cover whatever noise they were making. After some time, I noticed that the room had grown quiet. I wasn’t about to peek around. I didn’t know what scene I’d encounter. Better to keep myself in the dark. 


I knew that my bride and groom would give me my day.








Epilogue

Dear Diary;

My day has come!


Today I’m in the room at Classic Manhattan where I first met my bride. The journey to this point has been up and down like the needle on a sewing machine. At times, I didn’t think we’d make it. 


Here I am, draped over my bride, my bolero snug on her shoulders. Darlene is behind Ari and they are both gazing in the mirror. Her skin shivered and I could feel the nerves as they race over her body. 


Oh my scrap! She looks beautiful. Her golden hair somehow arranged on the top of her head. Ari’s favorite sunflowers interlaced with the strands. 


Her groom must be so proud to have her for a bride. There was a knock on the door, and I heard Conner call out that it was time. 

Darlene opened the door, and Conner held out his elbow. Darlene left first, then Ari grasped his arm and they both followed. I could hear the music. It was soft, just what Ari liked to listen to after she’d found her story and she wanted to work, not dance. 

Then we were in the doorway to the Atrium. The soft lights cast a cornflower blue glow over the room. Sunflowers covered every surface as if we were walking into a field of them. 

Gerard stood at the front. His handsome face wreathed in a smile. His expression so full of love that my bodice clutched my bride, I could feel her heart hammering in response.

The ceremony passed in a blur for me, my brides emotions swam over me. Joy swarmed my satin.

Then the preacher told Gerard to kiss the bride, but my bride didn’t wait. She grabbed his jacket, uncaring that her bouquet fell to the floor, and hauled him to her and kissed him. The warmth from both their bodies cloaked me in their love.  

After, all the well-wishers congratulated my couple they cut the cake. It was a three tiered masterpiece decorated in sunflowers as was everything else.

By the end of their joyous day I knew that my happily ever after had just begun. 
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