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Dear Reader,

I’m a bad person. No, really. You see, I’m a card-carrying buttinski. That means I pretty much like managing things. And people. Although I swore up and down I was not the “managing” grandmother character in To Marry at Christmas (Silhouette Romance), written to commemorate my older daughter’s courtship and wedding, everybody who knew me just sort of snickered and said, “Yeah, sure.”


These same people will know that, in A Bride After All, Marylou Smith-Bitters might just bear a teeny-tiny resemblance to yours truly yet again.


I can’t help it. I like to see everyone happy. And if any two people ever deserved a little nudge (and needed a little nudge!) toward their Happily Ever After, it’s Claire Ayers and Nick Bennington.


Please come on along and meet Claire and Nick, and the adorable Sean, and if you’ve any romance in your soul (and I know it’s there or you wouldn’t have picked up this book in the first place, right?), root along with me, er, Marylou, as they discover that love is a leap of faith worth taking.


All the best to you!


Kasey Michaels
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Prologue



Nick Barrington shifted uncomfortably on the nicely upholstered chair built for a woman, not a man who easily topped six feet, and believed he could now empathize with an elephant stuck in a Waterford’s Crystal showroom.

If he moved wrong, breathed wrong, he believed he might set off some sort of chain reaction that would end with this pretty room turned upside-down.

To his left was a glass-topped case loaded inside and out with doodads and thingamajigs and lacy garters and rhinestone tiaras and—why did that book have lace on the cover?

The bow window behind him was decked out in lace curtains that had—what were they called? Oh yeah—swags on them, their hems dragging on the floor. The rugs were flowered, the tables all had spindly, curvy legs. And if he looked to his right (which he kept trying not to do), someone had fitted out a mannequin with some sort of corset and tiny panties that made the damn thing look like some guy in town for a business convention should be buying it a cocktail.

Now where had that come from? It was a curse, being a writer, even if his work was confined to straight news at the Morning Chronicle. Maybe he had a second career in lurid fiction just waiting out there somewhere for him?

Just as he took another sneak peak at the mannequin, Chessie Burton, who had introduced herself as the owner of Second Chance Bridal, popped into the room via a door painted ivory, its architectural detail picked out in gold gilt.

“Still hanging in, I see. I should have stickers here for men who venture in. You know, like they give kids after the doctor gives them a shot? They could say I survived a visit to Second Chance Bridal,” she said, opening the door of a large credenza and then pulling a can of soda from the small refrigerator hidden behind the doors. She tossed it to him. “There you go. Drink it, press the cold can to your aching forehead. Whatever works best for you. She won’t be too much longer. I think she’s found her dress. We just need the perfect headpiece. And here it is.”

Nick smiled weakly as Chessie opened the glass case and took out a mini-wreath of pink rosebuds and ribbons and returned to the dressing room.

He popped the top of the can, hurried to drink the fizzy soda that immediately began bubbling out the opening thanks to Chessie having thrown the can at him, managing to only spill some of the liquid on his shirt, and not anything perishable.

Still, for all his discomfort, Nick wouldn’t be anywhere else right now. Not when Barb had specifically asked him to be here.

His cousin had been through hell for the past six years, ever since Drew had become a casualty of the war. She’d crawled so far inside her grief she’d nearly disappeared. But now there was Skip, and God bless the man, because he loved Barb with all of his huge heart.

Nick hadn’t realized how badly he’d missed Barb’s smile until Skip had come into her solitary life and dared her to live again.

If his cousin wanted Nick to not only escort her down the aisle, but to do it wearing that dumb wreath on his head, he was her man.

He looked up as he heard Barb call his name, to see her walking toward him, and immediately got to his feet, first carefully putting the soda can on a crystal coaster on the table beside him.

He’d called her Tinker-Barb when they were kids because she’d been so tiny, her masses of blond ringlets seeming almost too heavy to be supported by her slim, fragile neck. She was all grown-up now, tall and willowy, but still fragile in appearance, with a heartbreaking, ethereal beauty usually reserved for fairies and wood sprites.

Somehow, the gown she was wearing captured the essence of her, the gentleness of spirit that had drawn the big guy to her. Skip was Barb’s protector, and she was his cherished queen. Nick believed he had never seen such a soft, perfect love.

“Somebody’s going to have to scoop Skip up with a spoon when he sees you,” Nick teased her as Chessie helped Barb manage the too-long skirt of the gown as she stepped onto a low platform in front of the three-way mirror.

Nick knew nothing about gowns. He couldn’t have described this one in print if given a year and a stack of fashion magazines to help him. All he knew was that the material was…filmy. Slightly pink. It had some narrow, trailing ribbons on it, and some of those small pink rosebuds stuck to some of the ribbons. The wreath thing was on her head, and her blond curls hung in ringlets and small, sort of fuzzy curls that softened her pixie face.

He wouldn’t have been surprised if Barb turned around and there were gossamer wings stuck to her back.

“What do you think, Nicky? I…I think I like it. No, I think I love it. Chessie says it will be perfect for an outside wedding at the Rose Gardens, like we’ve planned. You know, with the gazebo and everything? Nicky? Say something.”


Nick was at an unaccustomed loss for words. His eyes stung with unfamiliar tears. He raised his hands, gestured helplessly, said “Ah, jeez, Barbie,” and wrapped his arms around her.

“I think he approves,” Chessie said, laughing as she pulled a tissue from somewhere and began dabbing at her own eyes. “You guys are fun. Oh—hi, Marylou, you showed up at just the right time. Come see our latest bride.”

Nick disengaged himself from his cousin’s embrace, kissed her on the cheek, and then stood back to allow the new arrival to see Barb in her gown. He wanted to refuse the tissue Chessie surreptitiously handed him, but then took it, grinning at her and feeling foolish, yet extremely happy.

“You picked the perfect name for your business, Chessie. My cousin has second chance written all over her face. And she deserves one. Thank you for putting what I guess is the crowning touch on her happiness.”

“Well, isn’t that just the nicest thing to say,” the newcomer said before extending her hand to him. “Hi, Marylou Smith-Bitters, two-time patron of Second Chance Bridal, and frequent visitor because Chessie doesn’t throw me out. Do I know you? I think I know you. No, wait, don’t answer. I’ll figure it out. Besides, I want to meet this gorgeous creature. She looks like something out of a Renaissance painting, doesn’t she?” Marylou walked completely around Barb, who couldn’t seem to stop smiling. “I wouldn’t be shocked to hear a knock on the door and open it to see a unicorn eager to lay down at your feet, sweetie. You’re pretty as a picture.”

“Thank you, Ms. Smith-Bitters,” Barb said, turning to admire herself in the mirror.

“No, thank you. I never come in here that my faith in humanity isn’t revived. Chessie’s a genius, not that she didn’t have a lot to work with. Why I—” Marylou swung around, eyes narrowed, pointing a finger at Nick. “I remember now. You teach at the community center every Tuesday and Thursday evening, right? Oh, of course that’s right. I’m always right.”

Nick switched from elephant-in-a-crystal shop to butterfly-pinned-to-a-board. Or maybe deer-caught-in-the-headlights. Marylou Smith-Bitters was well and truly in the category of one of a kind. Fortyish, or at least she looked fortyish, she was tall, slim, had a mop of perfectly arranged light brown hair that would probably not move in a hurricane, and sharp green eyes that obviously never missed a trick. She had that put-together air that comes with amazing self-confidence, and if she broke into a song and dance she’d probably be great at both, as there was something vaguely theatrical about her.

“Guilty as charged, Mrs. Smith-Bitters. I teach English as a second language to new immigrants.”

“That’s very nice of you,” Chessie said, motioning for Barb to bend her knees so that she could remove the wreath from her head.


“Keeps me off the streets,” Nick said, faintly embarrassed. He turned to Marylou. “I’m sorry I don’t recognize you, Ms.—”

“Marylou,” she interrupted him. “I thought Smith-Bitters had all sorts of cache, you understand, and the towels are all embroidered, but I wish I’d thought about it a while longer before I did it. Smith-Bitters, Smith-Bitters. Sounds like a cough drop, doesn’t it? Or perhaps a new cocktail? I’ll have a Smith-Bitters on the rocks, please, with a twist of lime. And you probably didn’t recognize me because I only took over the registration desk last week when the girl I replaced went on maternity leave. Seven-pound, six-ounce boy. She named him Rodrico Estaban Beinvenido. The Third. Isn’t that a lovely name? You have a son, don’t you? Is he taking a class as well, or does your wife work nights and you just bring him along?”

It was all very neat, and extremely friendly and disarming, but Nick still got the feeling that Marylou Smith-Bitters would have made a hell of an investigative reporter. To reward her, he gave her what she wanted to know.

“Sean is taking karate, yes. He loves it, which is good because I’m divorced, his mother is totally out of the picture, and, at nine, he hates babysitters but is too young to stay home alone.”

Marylou’s laugh tinkled like little bells stirred by a gentle breeze. “Handsome, eligible and smart. You left out your age and occupation, but I can look those up, I’ll bet. Very good, Nick.”


“There she goes again—the matchmaker.” Chessie had turned Barb over to a teenage assistant who escorted her back to the dressing room, and was now frowning at Marylou. “You’ll excuse her, Nick. I think it’s time for her medication.”

“That’s okay,” he said. “I’m used to it. My sister, who thankfully lives in Cleveland now, keeps signing me up for those online dating services. But just for the record, I’m not interested, thank you. Sean and I are doing pretty well on our own. Oops, there goes my cell,” he said as the phone in his pocket began playing the Philadelphia Eagles fight song. “Please excuse me, and if you’d tell Barb I’ll be waiting outside for her? Nice to meet you both. And Chessie—thanks.”

 

The door had barely closed behind Nick Barrington when Chessie turned on Marylou. “No. Don’t.”

“I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re talking about.” Marylou went to the cabinet and pulled out a bottle of low-calorie water. “Ever wonder why we drink this, when water has no calories at all? Americans, the ultimate consumers.” She twisted open the top and took a long drink. “But it is good, I’ll give them that. I wonder what it would do, mixed with Scotch. I really can’t acquire a taste for Scotch, and it’s Ted’s favorite.”

“Forget the water, forget the Scotch. Don’t forget Ted because he’s a doll and you don’t deserve such a great husband. Mostly, forget Nick Barrington.”


“I’ve got it. He’s a reporter for the Morning Chronicle. When you said his full name like that, I remembered seeing his byline. He did a great four-part series on domestic violence a few months ago, remember? He writes like he really cares. Yes, he’s perfect.”

“No man is perfect,” Chessie protested, collapsing into the chair lately vacated by Nick. “Ask me, I’m the expert, and have the scars to prove it.”

Marylou waved away Chessie’s words with a graceful shooing motion, the three-carat ring on her third finger left hand catching the sun and shooting off mini-rainbows in the air. “As if Rick Peters is any example of mankind. The guy is pond scum, so he doesn’t count. And if you’d let me—”

“Not even if you had George Clooney’s private phone number,” Chessie said, grinning. “Okay, so I might make an exception for George. But seriously, Marylou. You don’t really mean you’re going to try to find Nick Barrington a wife. He clearly doesn’t want one.”

“That’s because he doesn’t know any better.”

“Proving my point—there is no perfect man.”

“Don’t confuse me with logic,” Marylou said, trying to frown. She didn’t quite get there, which was what happened when she got her regular botox injections in her forehead. “Did you see him, Chessie? He was crying. Not all sloppy, like those wimpy touchy-feely sorts, but the way a really caring man cries. It was just so honest—so real. Not a question in my mind—he’s a keeper. Some lucky woman is soon going to be very grateful I don’t listen to you.”

Chessie leaned forward and rubbed at her frown-crinkled, botox-free brow. “Here we go again. People are soon going to think I send you out to bring in customers. Not that we deal with second-chance grooms.”

Marylou laughed, and then clapped her hands. “Yes, that’s it. Second chance for Nick, second chance for her.”

“Her who? And why am I asking? Because I don’t want to know. I’m sure I don’t.”

Rolling her eyes, Marylou said, “Oh, stop, you know you’re dying to hear. I was bored last week at the registration desk. I mean, I love volunteering, you know it’s my thing…”

“And you’ve got nothing else needing nipping or tucking and you already own more clothes and jewelry than Macy’s or Lord and Taylor, so you have the free time…”

“Okay, I’ll give you that one. Although I am considering a butt lift.” She turned her back, presenting her posterior to Chessie while looking over her own shoulder to peer at her reflection in the three-way mirror. “At fifty, gravity starts to win, you know. Not that I look anything close to fifty.”

“Fifty-six. Remember those three kamakazies you had at Elizabeth’s wedding reception? You confided in me then.”


“That was a great wedding, wasn’t it? But onward and upward. Upward—get it? Do you think I need a butt lift?”

“I refuse to answer on the grounds that I’d probably completely lose it if you walked in here one day carrying one of those blow-up rubber doughnuts to sit on. Now, please, let’s change the subject. And not back to Nick Barrington, either. Eve will be finished measuring Barb for a hem, which is really all that gown needs, and my bride could come walking out here at any time to overhear you cackling and see you stirring your cauldron while you make plans for her cousin.”

Marylou shrugged. “All right. I was just saying that there was nothing much to do at the registration desk last week, so I started a conversation with this other volunteer who I think would be perfect for—”

“Stifle yourself. Here she comes. Let me write up the sale, and then we’ll go get some lunch.”

“And I can tell you all about Claire Ayers. Just the sweetest girl. Divorced, although I don’t know any of the details.”

Chessie got to her feet just as Barb walked into the room. “And I’ll listen, God help me, because I’m as sick and twisted you are.”

“Yes, I know. It’s why I love you.” Marylou obediently sat back in her chair, took another drink from her bottle, and began planning her opening move for Tuesday evening. Nick Barrington would never even know what hit him…








Chapter One



Claire Ayers pulled into the parking lot of the community center with ten minutes to spare before facing a classroom filled with parents eager to learn how to best care for their children. As the physician assistant in her brother Derek’s pediatric practice, Claire spent a lot of her time dealing with concerned parents, but with her class it was a little different.

Many of them barely spoke English. Many had come to America never having seen the inside of a doctor’s office. They provided her with a challenge she didn’t face in her brother’s practice.

But all of the parents she saw had one thing in common. They all loved their children and wanted what was best for them. She admired them all, so much.


Not that she saw children anywhere on her own personal horizon. She had, once, when she and Steven were first married, but that dream had disappeared along with the marriage. Then again, Steven had been enough of a child himself to not want competition from some sweet-smelling adorable infant.

Claire hadn’t thought about Steven in months, or their home in Chicago, or the life she’d had there. But he’d phoned her today, to tell her he was getting married again. Had he thought he’d needed her permission? Or maybe he’d just wanted to rub it in. See? Other women find me lovable. I told you it was you, not me. You’re the one with the problem, babe.

Maybe this time Steven had found the right woman for him. One who was content to be Steven’s wife, and nothing else, no one else. He was very, very possessive. Claire hadn’t seen that side of Steven when they were dating, but once they were married, everything had changed. When she’d been late to dinner because of an emergency at the pediatric office she worked in, or tried to share a story about something that had happened during her day, or sought his comfort when parents had been forced to hear frightening news about their child, Steven’s only answer had been, “Quit. I need you more than they do. I don’t see marriage as a part-time job, damn it.”

Not for her, anyway. He’d never think that he should quit his job and stay home so that he’d be there when she got home. But Steven was a real “I’ll get the meat, you keep the cave warm” kind of throw-back, with an increasingly frightening penchant for jealousy that had her rushing home from work, mentally preparing her apologies.

She’d stuck it out for six months, even if the marriage had been over only a few weeks into it.

It had been difficult, admitting that kind of defeat, and especially so early in the marriage. But the day she’d spotted his car behind her, following her from the office to the supermarket, had put the topper on it for her. She’d moved out the next day while he was at work, leaving behind everything except her clothes and most personal possessions. He could have the house, the furniture, all the wedding presents. She just wanted out, needed to be out, before Steven took the next step in what was clearly a poisonous situation—physical violence.

She’d called her brother, flown to Allentown on the first flight out, and begun working in his office the following Monday after finding a furnished apartment in nearby Bethlehem. She’d given Steven everything in the divorce, and then taken back her maiden name.

Life went on, or so they said, and she was determined to get on with hers.

Except she probably hadn’t. Gotten on with her life, that was.

So now, three years later, while Claire was pretty much still treading water, Steven was getting married again. Well, good for him. Maybe he’d changed, wised up. Or maybe this marriage would be strike two. Steven and his bride-to-be were not her concern.

Which didn’t mean Claire hadn’t considered calling the girl and giving her a friendly heads-up, except for the fact that women in love rarely listened to soured ex-wives.

Claire flinched as someone knocked on the side window of her car. She’d been sitting there, her hand on the key that was still in the ignition, wasting time she didn’t have to spare.

She turned and smiled at Marylou Smith-Bitters, who had now stood back to give her room to open the car door. Claire had first met Marylou last Tuesday, when she’d helped translate for a new member of her parenting class who still needed to formally register. Not that Claire’s Spanish was very good, but it was infinitely better than Marylou’s, which was pretty much limited to ordering sangria and paella.

“Hi, Marylou. Hang on a sec,” she said as she exited the car, and then opened the back door to extract her purse and briefcase. She reached back to grab Susie, the infant CPR mannequin she’d borrowed from her brother’s office.

Marylou looked at the mannequin, a smile curving around her collagen-enhanced lips (not that Claire could tell—but Marylou had confided in her when they’d gone for coffee after class was dismissed). “Is that the new way to carry infants? By the ankle?”


“Susie doesn’t mind,” Claire told her as they fell into step and headed for the front door. “She doesn’t even mind when students smash all her ribs trying to resuscitate her. You will hear the alarm go off if you’re passing by the classroom, though, so don’t let it throw you.”

“Very little throws me, Claire. Running out of my favorite lipliner. Popping an acrylic nail ten minutes before leaving for some evening event Ted insists we attend. The mere thought of my cosmetic surgeon retiring to Boca. Alarms don’t faze me.”

Claire laughed, as she knew she was supposed to do. Really, though, she couldn’t help liking Marylou. The woman was rich, pampered and totally upfront about all of it, even poking fun at herself. And she was very sincere about giving of her time and money because she had both, plus a genuine interest in the people around her. What was not to like? Even if she had found herself telling Marylou things—like about her divorce from Steven—when she had always made it a point to keep her private life private.

Some people just had that knack for getting others to talk about themselves. Marylou Smith-Bitters had it in spades.

They entered the building together and walked down a hallway crowded with students heading for classrooms.

“Uh-oh, I seem to have a line at my desk,” Marylou said, sighing. “How about this—Ted is in Palm Springs for some golf outing and I’m alone, with no reason to go home. Are you free to meet me in the cafeteria after class for some caffeine and deadly white sugar?”

Claire gave a moment’s thought to her small condo and the empty refrigerator in the galley kitchen. “Sure, although I think I’ll stick to my usual caffeine-free soda and a couple slices of pizza. Thanks for asking. See you later.”

Marylou was looking past her. Busy-busy, that was Marylou. “Good. Great, it’s a date.” She put her hand on Claire’s upper arm and almost pushed her aside. “Excuse me, there’s somebody I want to corral before classes start. See you in the cafeteria.”

Claire turned around to see Marylou approaching a man she’d seen last week. And last month. And during the spring session. He was the kind of man you didn’t miss, even if you weren’t looking.

Tall, sandy-haired in that casually mussed style she had always found intriguing—making her palms itch to run her hands through the hair falling onto his forehead and push it back into place while hoping it would fall forward once more so she could do it again.

He dressed casually, but casual looked good on him. As did his smile, currently aimed at Marylou.

What didn’t look good on him was the eight-or nine-year-old boy he brought with him every Tuesday and Thursday. She hadn’t seen a wedding ring (because she’d looked), but that didn’t mean anything. Idle curiosity had made her check, nothing more.

One, she didn’t date. Two, he might be married. Three, men with kids were often looking for a mother for those kids, and she wasn’t interested in being dated for her mommy potential.

Claire turned and walked toward her classroom, stopping only twice to look back at Marylou and Mr. Casual.

Not that she was interested.

 

The food court in the community center was well stocked, but the aroma of pizza was always what got to Claire, so much so that she didn’t even have to place her order anymore. Ruth, the woman who manned the counter, automatically served her two plain slices and fished a bottle of caffeine-free diet soda for her from the cooler.

Was that good or bad, being so predictable?

Her purse and briefcase hanging from her shoulder and Susie clasped by the left foot and dangling upside-down, Claire hung onto her tray and stood in the middle of the crowded tables and chairs, looking for Marylou.

“Claire! Over here!”

Claire turned toward the sound of Marylou’s voice. Her smile froze on her face, because Marylou wasn’t alone at the table in the corner. Mr. Casual was sitting there, too.

“Oh, Marylou, what are you doing?” she grumbled under her breath, and then squared her shoulders and headed for the table. “Hi, I guess I’m late,” she said as she slid her tray onto the tabletop and then divested herself of her belongings. Susie was cute, and helpful, but she was also heavy. “Hello,” she said to the man across the table as she sat down.

Then, to keep her hands busy, she opened her bottle of soda and took a drink from it. Her mouth had gone rather dry.

“What? You two don’t know each other?” Marylou asked as if shocked. “I would have thought—haven’t you both been teaching classes here forever?”

“Third semester.”

“This is my second year.”

The first answer was from Mr. Casual, the second Claire’s own, delivered at the same time. “Sorry,” Claire added, trying to ignore Marylou’s soft kick under the table.

“Oh, no, no, don’t apologize,” Marylou said, beaming. “Because now you’re going to know each other, aren’t you? Claire Ayers, please allow me to introduce Nick Barrington. Nick, my friend Claire, who teaches a parenting class here. Nick teaches English as a second language.” She picked up her coffee cup and smiled at them both from above the rim. “There, that was easy. All done.”

“Hello, Nick,” Claire said, extending her hand halfway across the table. “It’s nice meeting you.”

“Back at you,” he said, taking her hand. His eyes were green, now that she could see him up close. And they were laughing. Like he knew what was going on and found it all extremely amusing.


Claire clenched her teeth even as she continued to smile. That way maybe nobody would know that the touch of his hand had done something strange to the region of her stomach, but she probably would be able to keep from throwing up her first sip of soda.

Marylou put down her cup and actually rubbed her hands together. “Nick has a son, you know. Sean. He’s over there, at that big round table with all the other kids from his karate class. Aren’t they all just so cute in their white pajamas?”

“The uniform is called a karategi, Marylou,” Nick said, clearly suppressing another smile. “If Sean heard you calling his uniform pajamas he’d be highly insulted. He’s up to his red belt now, with the brown one coming next, if he qualifies.” He looked at Claire. “Karate is supposed to foster the spirit to overcome life’s obstacles, along with instilling courage, respect, self-confidence, self-control, and self-discipline. I’m still waiting for those last two to kick in, but he’s getting there.”

“How old is Sean?”

“Nine, going on thirty-five, which makes him older than me and means sometimes he thinks he’s the parent and I’m the child.”

“I think I remember reading somewhere that the children of single parents often mature quickly,” Marylou slipped in neatly as Claire felt another soft kick on her ankle. “But you’d know that, wouldn’t you, dear, working with children all day. Claire’s a physican assistant for her brother, who’s a pediatrician,” she told Nick, turning to look at him, her eyes wide and innocent. “It’s all very…very medical,” she ended rather weakly, then flashed another smile.

The woman’s cell phone, which was on the table next to her, rang, and Marylou snatched it up like a drowning man grabs a life ring thrown from a friendly passing ship.

Claire kept her eyes on her plate as Marylou spoke rather breathlessly into the phone. “Yes? Yes? Oh, no! Well, of course, Chessie, I’ll be right there. No, no, no problem at all. It’s not like you wanted your battery to go dead, now did you?”

The cell phone snapped shut and at last Claire looked up again, to see Nick Barrington sitting with his chin in his hand, his eyebrows cocked in a way that made her want to laugh as he listened to Marylou explain how she had to leave, she really did, but please just stay and talk to each other while Claire finished her pizza.

Which could take a while, as Claire’s appetite had disappeared about three minutes earlier.

Marylou gathered up her sweater and purse and blew kisses to both of them before hurrying out of the food court in her three-inch heels.

“Well, that was subtle,” Claire managed when she could find her tongue.

“You noticed? But I think her intentions are good. At least I hope so. You aren’t a secret ax murderer, are you?”


“Not so much so that I list it on my resume, no,” Claire said, beginning to relax. Nick’s smile had that sort of effect on her, as did his voice, which wasn’t too deep, wasn’t too personal or flippant, but just right. If he were one of the Three Bears, he’d be the one whose voice was just right. And why was she thinking about fairy tales?

“Fair enough. How’s your ankle?”

“My—it’s fine.”

“Good. Mine is all right, too, although it was pretty hard not to flinch when she gave me the last little nudge under the table before she took off. Those shoes of hers come to a pretty deadly point.”

“Like I said—subtle. And then that convenient call from her friend, so that she had to leave us here alone. But I think you’re right, and she meant well.”

“I met Marylou last week when my cousin was looking for a wedding gown, but didn’t realize she volunteered here. The woman who phoned her is Chessie Burton, the owner of Second Chance Bridal. Nice girl, but I have a feeling she’s probably sitting at home with her feet propped up on the couch as she watches TV, and not stranded on the highway with a dead battery.”

Claire picked up a slice of pizza, her appetite inexplicably back. “True. Unless this Chessie person is a method actor and is even now standing on the side of the thruway, feeling ridiculous. So, you teach English as a second language. How does that work? Do you speak several languages?”


“Two—three if you count my attempts at English. I learned Spanish in college, and picked up French at home as a kid. My mother’s French. Other than that, we all just sort of muddle through the best we can. Tonight we worked our way through t-o, t-o-o, and t-w-o. At the end of the class, the consensus was that English has been made difficult on purpose and that as a nation, we should be ashamed of ourselves.”

“Did you point out that English came to us from Great Britain?”

Nick spread his hands. “Immaterial. They’re not in England, they’re in America, land of the free and home of the dollar menu. Which was my first mistake.”

“How so?” Claire noticed she’d somehow downed both slices of pizza, but she still had soda left, so she could be excused for lingering.

“Well, tonight we role-played going to a fast-food restaurant to order a meal.”

“From the dollar menu.”

“Exactly. My students need practical English. They’re not going to be dining at top restaurants, not at first anyway, although I believe they all plan on that sort of success, and more power to them. Anyway, I had them role-play going to the restaurant and ordering two burgers, and then adding that they wanted a bag of fries, too.

Claire tried not to giggle. “Okay, I think I see the problem. They really wanted only one bag of fries, so why should they say they wanted two?”

Nick ran his fingers through his hair, and some of it fell back down over his forehead. Claire stopped breathing.

“I finally changed the last one to also, when I realized the problem. But I think they thought I was cheating. Plus, it only got worse, thanks to the student playing the guy behind the counter.”

Claire raised her hand, waving it like an eager student. “Wait, wait, let me figure out how it got worse. You be the student, and I’ll be the bored teenage clerk behind the counter.”

Nick scratched at his ear, as if considering her offer. “All right. Maybe then I can figure out how to do this without having my students tossed out of the restaurant. Which, as it stands now for a few of them, is a distinct possibility.”

“Good,” Claire said, sitting up straight and holding out a hand as if poised over a cash register. “Hello, and welcome to Claire’s. May I take your order?”

“Yes, thank you. I would like two hamburgers. I want an order of fries, too.”

Claire began punching imaginary buttons on her imaginary ordering machine. “Got it, that’s two burgers, two fries. Would you like something to drink with that? Our milkshakes are on a two-for-one special today until two o’clock. Would you like to have two?”

“Yes, thank you. Two.”

Claire kept punching imaginary buttons. “Okay. So that’s two hamburgers, two fries, four milkshakes. That’ll be seven dollars and twenty-two cents.”


“You know, looking at you, with that pretty honey-colored hair and those big brown eyes, I never would have taken you for a sadist,” Nick said, shaking his head. “The order is wrong, Miss. We need to fix it, please.”

She bit her bottom lip for a moment, feeling silly and just a little bit delighted with herself. “Sir, I’m only recording what you’re telling me. And there’s a line forming behind you and I go on break soon. If I could have your final selections? Two hamburgers, two fries—”

“No, no! Two hamburgers, and one fries also. And I will be happy to have two milkshakes, too, for the cost of a single one, thank you.”

“But you said you’d have two milkshakes too.”

Nick half rose from his chair. “Never mind, I’m not hungry.”

Claire gave up her pose and cupped her chin in her hands. “Your poor students. They’re all going to starve to death.”

“I wrote up notes for the students who were still having problems, to use until our next session, so they won’t starve. Although they might get pretty sick of hamburgers and fries between now and then. And now, since I’ve been dying to ask—what’s with the doll?”

Claire looked over at their table companion. “Bite your tongue. Susie is far from a doll. She’s a complex and highly sensitive CPR mannequin I borrowed from my brother’s office. And I think I did better than you did tonight. Only three people fractured her little infant ribs. Poor Ivan, he has hands like hams, and alarms went off on his first compression. He was devastated. Next session, we investigate the wonderful world of devices for taking a child’s temperature.”

Nick made a comical face. “I think I can still remember how my mother took mine.”

Claire felt hot color run into her cheeks. “We have other ways.”

“That’s good to hear. With Sean, I mostly stick to the back of my hand pressed against his cheek while I’m touching my own at the same time. So far, I’d say the method has been at least ninety-five percent effective. He’s hot, I call the doctor. He’s coughing, I call the doctor. He throws up on my shoes, I call the doctor. All the gals at the desk know my voice. But, you know, being in charge of a kid, all by yourself, is a pretty heavy responsibility. I don’t take any chances.”

This was probably the perfect opportunity to ask Nick where his wife was, Claire knew, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

Luckily, he seemed to sense her curiosity. Or was that unluckily? She didn’t want to seem eager. She didn’t want to be another Marylou. One Marylou was definitely enough.

“Sandy left us when Sean was three,” he said quietly. “You’re probably used to hearing this, but the marriage was a mistake. I loved her, she loved the idea of singing in a band, someday making it to the top. When Sean…happened, we married, thought we could make it work. But we never could master juggling, keeping all the different balls in the air. Sandy’s totally out of Sean’s life, which was her choice. To tell you the truth, I don’t even know where she is, although I did get a postcard from Reno about six months ago with the photograph of a small nightclub on the front and her note on the back. ‘Here’s our latest gig—great, isn’t it?’ That was it. She didn’t even ask about Sean.”

“I’m sorry,” Claire said quietly. “It couldn’t have been easy for you. For any of you.”

“It was hell, for a long time,” Nick said, and then shook his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t know where that came from. On the lighter side, Mommy and Me days at nursery school were interesting. But good or bad, we manage in our own way. Sean’s a good kid, very adaptable. And, speaking of Sean, I think it’s time the two of us hit the road.”

“Oh, yes, of course,” Claire said, quickly piling napkin and soda bottle on her tray and standing up along with him. “It was very nice meeting you.”

Nick laid his hand on her forearm. “That’s not going to do it, you know.”

She looked down at his hand, a sudden flash of her ex-husband’s proprietary way of always keeping a hand on her making her uncomfortable, but the hand was already gone. “What…what’s not going to do it?”

“You and me, sharing coffee and chat in the community center cafeteria. Marylou will consider her mission a failure.”


“Her mission?”

“Oh, yeah. I have an aunt like Marylou. Aunt Beatrice. She won’t be happy until she thinks she’s set the table for a grand romance.”

The color was back in Claire’s cheeks. “I’m…I’m not interested in a grand romance. My career takes up a lot of my time.”

“Well, good, because I’m not either. Interested in a grand romance, that is. I’ve got Sean, my job, these night classes. My own plate is pretty full, too. Or is that also? I never got that far into grammar with my classes; in the beginning, it’s enough they learn what they need to know to get around town, use the phone, read street signs. Plus I’m lazy, which is why God created editors and proofreaders. I should brush up, huh?”

Claire smiled. “Now you have even more on your plate.”

“I do. And one other thing. For instance, my cousin is getting married three weeks from Saturday. That’s how I met Marylou, remember, at the bridal shop. Barb hadn’t thought she should wear a gown for a second wedding, but Skip and I finally talked her into it. Skip’s her fiancé. Last-minute decision—the gown, not the fiancé—but Chessie said she could help her and she really did. Would you…would you, um, consider being my date for the wedding? It would be a huge help.”

“Is Aunt Beatrice going to be at the wedding?” Claire asked, tongue-in-cheek. He really was charming, and he wasn’t even working at it.


“I’m that transparent? Yes, she is. But if you go with me, that will make Marylou happy, and when Aunt Beatrice sees us, it will make Aunt Beatrice happy. It’s a win-win situation, really. Because if Aunt Beatrice can be used as an example, Marylou is going to keep pushing us together and then rushing off to help a sick friend or something, and it could get embarrassing after a while.”

Claire closed her eyes, sighed, thinking it was already pretty embarrassing, and she wasn’t looking forward to Marylou’s Second Act. And then she nodded her head. “It makes sense. And I do like weddings. As long as they aren’t mine,” she added, smiling. “But now I have to go, really. I need to stop by the hospital and check on one of my brother’s patients. We started a new antibiotic this afternoon, and I want to see if there’s been any improvement.”

Nick took her tray for her, making it easier for her to load up her purse and briefcase and Susie.

“See you Thursday,” Nick said, and then he headed for the trash cans. She watched as he separated the paper and plastic. Conscientious. Law-abiding.

And such a wonderful smile.







End of sample
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