The Circle of Friends
Book V…Heather
L. Diane Wolfe
“I couldn't sleep not knowing what was going to happen next… definitely one of the best books I have read in a long time. It was brilliant. Props to L. Diane Wolfe!”
- FlamingNet Reviews - TOP CHOICE Award Winner!
“Heather deals with real life and real situations - 5 Stars”
- Teens Read Too
“She puts so much emotion into her stories…”
- There’s Always Something to Read Reviews
“Curl up onto your favorite reading spot and journey along with Heather as she seeks the balance of family and work relationships. Be prepared to be pulled into Heather’s world and you will find yourself cheering her on and wanting to scold her at the same time. L. Diane Wolfe has created amazing characters with believable attributes and flaws; making Book V in the Circle of Friends series a true gem.”
- Donna M. McDine, Write What Inspires You Book Reviews
“Even after reading the novel, I am haunted by these characters… These characters are real to me, living breathing people that I now feel like I’ve known for years. This is the power of Wolfe’s writing.”
- The Book Pedler
“… quite a refreshing read.”
- Peace, Love & Pat Reviews
“I did not want to put down… You will truly be drawn into the story and will find yourself eager to see what happens next.”
- Dad of Divas Reviews
“Thought-provoking, heart-warming, humorous and spirited.”
- Red Headed Book Child Reviews
“A nice completion to the series - 4 Stars.”
- Debbie’s World of Books
Other titles by L. Diane Wolfe
Published by Dancing Lemur Press, L.L.C.
THE CIRCLE OF FRIENDS SERIES
Book I … Lori
Book II … Sarah
Book III … James
Book IV … Mike
Book V … Heather
Overcoming Obstacles with SPUNK!
The Keys to Leadership & Goal-Setting
The Circle of Friends
Book V…Heather
L. Diane Wolfe
DANCING LEMUR PRESS, L.L.C.
Fremont, North Carolina
www.dancinglemurpress.com
Copyright 2010 by L. Diane Wolfe
Published by Dancing Lemur Press, L.L.C.
P.O. Box 383, Pikeville, North Carolina, 27863-0383
www.dancinglemurpress.com
Print versions: ISBN: 978-0-9816210-5-0 / 0-9816210-5-8
Published by Smashwords
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in a retrieval system in any form – either mechanically, electronically, photocopy, recording, or other – except for short quotations in printed reviews, without the permission of the publisher.
This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This Ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This Ebook may not be re-sold or given away to others. If you would like to share this book with others, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then visit Smashwords.com to purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.
Cover design by C.R.W.
Back cover photo by Vance Allen
Publisher’s Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Wolfe, L. Diane.
The circle of friends : book V…Heather / L. Diane Wolfe.
p. cm.
Series: The Circle of Friends
ISBN 978-0-9816210-5-0
[1. Basketball--Fiction. 2. Coaching (Athletics)--Fiction. 3. Relationships--Fiction. 4. Grief--Fiction. 5. Self-actualization (Psychology)--Fiction. 6. Friendship--Fiction.] I. Title. II. Series.
PZ7.W81945 Cir 2010
[Fic]--dc22 2009936911
For those who’ve made a difference!
Thanks to p.m.terrell – Trish, you’ve been
a wonderful friend and incredible mentor.
Thank you Jeannette for your genuine heart.
For Terry and Lisa’s dedication –
you will be forever missed.
And my deepest appreciation to my husband,
Craig, who has supported me the whole way.
You’ve all made a difference in my life!
I
Anxious Beginnings
The airport became visible through the windshield, growing steadily larger as the car approached the terminal. The reality of her situation began to envelope her mind, and Heather fidgeted nervously in her seat. She continued to harbor doubts concerning her short trip to Denver and wished she could postpone a visit with Matt and Sarah until a more opportune time. Her parents had been adamant, but she could still change her mind and refuse to get on the plane.
“Mom, are you sure…?” she asked, mounting one final protest.
“Heather, for the last time, you’re going!” her mother cried in exasperation, her fingers tightening on the steering wheel.
“I could postpone the trip,” Heather offered.
Lauren shot her daughter a firm look, her expression unrelenting. “You heard your father. You can’t postpone your life! After all your hard work to acquire your master’s, you deserve some time off. Go visit your friends and enjoy yourself for a change!”
Sighing in resignation, Heather shook her head and propped her elbow on the doorframe. Resting her chin in the palm of her hand, she stared dejectedly at the terminal. Numerous vehicles lined the loading zone as passengers exited and entered the airport. Everyone appeared excited to be departing on a trip, but Heather did not share the same enthusiasm. Under the circumstances, she did not want to place so many miles between herself and Greenville.
Six months ago, her father had been diagnosed with terminal cancer. According to experts in the medical profession, he should already be dead and had outlived all expectations. Devastated by the thought of losing her father, Heather had almost skipped her final semester at Duke. Her father had insisted she complete school, however, and acquire the master’s degree she had strived so hard to obtain. Begrudgingly, Heather had given in to his request and completed her courses as scheduled.
He had also insisted she take some personal time and visit her friends in Denver. Matt’s invitation had remained open for almost two years now. To further entice Heather, her parents had announced they were paying for her plane ticket. Worried her father might pass while she was several time zones away, Heather initially balked at the offer. No amount of arguing could change her father’s mind, though. Eventually, Heather surrendered and allowed her parents to make the arrangements for a trip to Denver.
A van moved away from the curb and her mother pulled into the vacancy. She set the parking brake and expectantly eyed her daughter. With a sigh, Heather grabbed the bag at her feet and returned her mother’s firm stare.
“You call me if anything happens to Daddy,” insisted Heather.
“I will,” Lauren assured her with a nod. “Everything will be fine, Heather. You enjoy yourself and I’ll see you Monday afternoon.”
“All right. Love you, Mom,” Heather said quickly as she opened her door and swung out one foot. “Thanks for the lift.”
“Give Matt a hug for me!” her mother called before she closed the door.
Yeah, I’ll do that, Heather thought to herself as she slung her bag over the shoulder. Taking a deep breath, she proceeded to enter the terminal.
Wading through the throngs of people and airport security, Heather finally located her gate. Selecting an empty row of seats, she dropped heavily onto the hard, plastic chair. She had failed to bring reading material and found herself staring out the window, absently watching planes come and go on the tarmac. With nothing to occupy her time, Heather’s thoughts began to drift. She forced her father and his condition out of her mind, but the situation awaiting her in Denver would not stay buried. As always, when she thought of Matt, Heather felt the pangs of regret creep into her heart.
Friends and neighbors since they were three, she had always loved Matt. Painfully aware of his playboy attitude and behavior, Heather had refrained from expressing her deepest feelings. Affecting an air of indifference, she pretended not to care when Matt decided to pursue every available female in high school. Occasionally she would act as a fill-in date, but Matt attached himself to someone new at the first opportunity. Their moments together were made even shorter by her temper. The knowledge that he did not share her feelings angered Heather, and she had verbally badgered him every time they dated, driving Matt away just to prove to herself that he did not care.
Assuming he would spend his time at college in much the same fashion, living only for pleasure and playing the field, she had decided to wait until after they graduated to approach a serious relationship with Matt. After witnessing his wild antics their freshman year, Heather felt secure in her resolution to wait. Eventually Matt would come to view his friend as the one who had always been there for him and realize she was the love of his life. Her plan seemed perfect, but what she hadn’t counted on was Matt’s interest in her roommate.
What began as a simple, friendly encounter escalated into something far more serious. At first, Heather felt unconcerned. Matt and Sarah had known each other in high school and shared some common ground. Her roommate’s ability to maintain a stable relationship had fared no better than Matt’s and Heather doubted the pair would survive for very long. Matt would tire of Sarah and the two would part ways, leaving the door open once again for Heather to step in once college ended.
Almost eight months passed before Heather began to panic. Matt was not supposed to find the right girl while still in college. Sarah could not simply steal him away, not after all her years of waiting. Heather attempted every trick and ploy she knew to discourage the pair, from bringing up Matt’s past conquests to instigating arguments and creating doubt. Eventually Matt became wise to her antics and threatened to end their friendship if she did not cease tormenting Sarah. His angry rebuttal had frightened her into submission and their heated exchange never strayed far from Heather’s mind. She did not want to lose Matt completely.
To her utter dismay, the couple became engaged the following summer and married a year later, dashing all hope. Heather had suffered severe depression as a result and her grades dipped as well. Eventually she had pulled herself together and moved on with her life, desperate to find another man with Matt’s qualities. In her quest, she ruined many potential relationships by finding fault with every suitor. During her final semester at Georgia Tech, a wonderful young man by the name of Brad had entered her life. He accepted and loved her in a manner Heather had never experienced. Still looking for a substitute for Matt, she had foolishly destroyed that relationship as well. By the time Heather realized her true feelings for Brad, it was too late. Crushed by his complete rejection, she had distanced herself from the opposite sex and focused on her studies instead. Heather had experienced the agonizing pain of lost love for the last time.
The boarding call for the flight to Denver interrupted her thoughts. Heather stumbled down the ramp, anxious for a padded chair and a nap. She took a seat by the window and cringed when two middle-aged women claimed the other seats. After forcing herself to converse with her traveling companions while the plane departed, Heather curled up against the window and closed her eyes. Someone nudged her when they served dinner, but she waved them away. Eventually the noise and incessant chatter of her companions faded and Heather fell into a deep slumber.
A change in pressure aroused her and she awoke fully when the engines were thrust into reverse. Stretching out her long limbs, Heather ran her fingers through her curly hair and wished she had trimmed the strands before her trip. The dark locks almost touched her shoulders and tangled easily now. She imagined she must look a fright after sleeping for several hours, but didn’t care what anyone thought of her disheveled hair or sleepy expression. At any rate, Matt and Sarah had seen her in far worse condition.
She stared out the window as the plane taxied toward the gate, feeling apprehensive about her visit. Heather had not seen her friends since last summer. Matt’s occupation as a wide receiver for the Denver Broncos, coupled with Sarah’s recent pregnancy, had prevented the couple from traveling. Absently she wondered how much their personalities had altered since their previous encounter, especially now that they were parents. Heather wondered if her friends would perceive any changes in her over the past year as well.
Once the passengers were cleared to exit the plane, she grabbed her bag and impatiently waited for her seatmates to move into the aisle. She brushed past the women as they filed down the ramp, her agitated footsteps echoing loudly in the extended tunnel. Following the signs, Heather began the long walk toward the main terminal. Her body protested the loss of a meal and she found her energy waning. Physically and emotionally drained, Heather wished she could just go home.
She drew near the security checkpoint and scanned the crowd for her friends, anxious to see a familiar face. Surely, Matt had not forgotten the arrival time, she thought to herself. Heather passed the scanners and slowed her pace, uncertain as to where to proceed next. Just then, a tall man wearing a baseball cap came up beside her and forcibly nudged her elbow. Heather was about to say something ugly when a familiar voice reached her ears.
“Need a ride, stranger?”
Startled, she peered closer at his face. The man lifted his chin, tipping the cap’s rim away from his face. A familiar boyish grin greeted Heather.
“Oh, Matt!” she exclaimed, returning his friendly nudge with a rough shove.
Matt laughed and placed an arm around her shoulders. Heather allowed him to give her a hug, too tired to protest his childish antics and eager for some genuine affection.
“As a matter of fact, I do need a ride!” she informed him.
Giving Heather one last squeeze, Matt released his friend. “Your chariot awaits you in the parking deck,” he enticed.
Matt insisted on carrying her bag and slung the pack effortlessly over his shoulder, straightening his frame to full height. At six foot four, he was one of the few men who towered over Heather. He had always been tall, but there was more to Matt than mere height now. His shoulders were broader than she remembered and could not be hidden even by his baggy sweatshirt. She had felt the muscles when he hugged her, almost startled by the strength behind his embrace. Matt had packed on a lot of muscle over the past year. The tall, thin boy from her childhood had long since vanished.
The playful smile he flashed in her direction was all too familiar, though. Judging from the mischievous glint in his brown eyes, Matt had not lost his sense of humor. His step was lively and the waves of sandy brown hair that protruded from under his cap were as free-flowing as Matt’s spirit. No amount of time would ever wrestle the boy out of her friend.
“So, how’s it feel to finally be free from college?” he asked as they fell in line behind the crowd descending the escalator.
“I thought it would never end!” Heather exclaimed, rolling her eyes in emphasis.
“Well, you’re not straying far, so I guess it won’t,” taunted Matt. “College girl forever!”
“Matt, I’ll be coaching basketball, not attending classes!”
He chuckled and winked, obviously pleased with his efforts to tease a rise out of Heather. Shaking her head, she gave him a shove on the shoulder.
“You know coaching is what I’ve always wanted to do,” she retorted. “I’m just happy Clemson had a position open. I don’t want to stray too far from Greenville right now.”
They stepped onto the escalator, allowing the momentum to carry them down to the main floor. Matt grasped the railing and turned toward Heather.
“How’s your dad doing?” he asked, his tone serious.
Straightening her shoulders, Heather pressed her lips firmly together. “Not good,” she finally admitted, her eyes on the approaching ground floor.
“I’m sorry,” Matt said with all sincerity. He reached over and gave her arm a gentle squeeze.
Stepping off the escalator, Heather took a deep breath. Mentally shifting gears, she cocked her head at Matt and gave him a smug grin.
“So, how are you doing, Daddy?” she taunted.
Matt’s genuine grin set his eyes aglow. “Awesome!” he cried, shoving one hand into his pants pocket. “I tell you, Heather, it’s incredible. Wait until you see Michael and Myra!”
“How did you come up with Michael and Myra?” she asked.
“I wanted matching Biblical names, like my parents chose for Mark and me. There weren’t too many girl names, but we settled on Myra. We’d already picked out Michael, after Mike Taylor. He was just thrilled, too.”
“Really?” Heather commented, surprised Matt would name his son after his roommate in college. She had not realized they were that close. Jason had been Matt’s best friend since first grade, although he and his wife now resided in Chicago. Mike and his wife lived only one state away from her friends.
Matt nodded. “We chose Mike and Danielle to be the godparents, too. They’re coming up next weekend for the dedication at our church,” he said, pausing as they passed the baggage claim area.
“Got it all right here,” Heather announced, poking at the bag across his shoulder.
“Well all right then, let’s get out of here!” exclaimed Matt, gesturing toward the exit.
He held open the door for her and they stepped out of the terminal. The change in climate from Greenville to Denver struck Heather almost immediately. In South Carolina, the humidity had already begun to rise, but here in the Rockies, it felt dry and cool. The air smelled cleaner as well, even considering the exhaust from airport traffic. Heather inhaled deeply, thankful to be out of the recycled air.
Matt led the way into the parking garage, his step eager and youthful. Heather still could not believe her childhood friend was now a father. A great deal of boy continued to reside in Matt.
“Nope, just can’t picture you a parent,” Heather told him as Matt flashed another one of his charming smiles. “And I don’t know how you talked Sarah into becoming one!”
“Wasn’t easy,” he admitted, giving her a sly wink. “Actually, it was all God’s doing. I couldn’t talk Sarah into doing something she opposed to save my life!”
“However it happened, I still have trouble wrapping my brain around that one.”
Matt paused at the trunk of his Roadster and cocked his head. “Some days, I can’t believe it either!” he confessed.
They chatted amicably as Matt navigated the streets of Denver, focusing on football and Denver’s upcoming season. Heather had always enjoyed the company of her childhood friend, mostly because of his upbeat, happy attitude. Since day one, his sunny nature had both confounded and intrigued her, especially since her mood was anything but joyous. On many past occasions, she had tried his patience, annoying Matt to the point of anger more than once. The fact that she had not destroyed their relationship was a testimony to Matt’s gentle disposition and devotion to friendship. He also possessed a short memory and an inability to hold a grudge for any length of time, which worked in her favor.
When Matt pulled up the driveway of an incredibly large two-story home, Heather gasped. She and Matt had grown up in an affluent neighborhood, but not on a scale this grand. The Ranch-style house had a wide, circular drive and three-car garage, and the residence sat far back on the property some distance from the street. Judging from the number of windows on the second floor, the inside had to be huge.
Matt grinned at her wide-eyed expression. “Not bad for a first home, huh?” he asked. “It’s close to four thousand square feet.”
“How much space do the two of you need?” Heather demanded, shaking her head.
“Four of us now,” he corrected, easing up to the opening garage doors. “And after the invasion a couple weeks ago when the twins were born, Sarah said it wasn’t big enough and suggested we build a guesthouse!”
Matt eased his Roadster into the garage and turned off the engine. Heather exited on her side, noting that Sarah’s large Navigator occupied the greatest portion of the garage. Retrieving her bag from the trunk, Matt gestured for her to precede him into the house. She walked up the steps and opened the unlocked door. Heather passed through a spacious laundry room and waited for Matt.
“Let’s find Sarah first,” he announced. “Then I’ll give you a tour!”
Heather caught sight of a weight room to her left as they entered the kitchen, briefly noting the massive amount of weights on the bench press. She hesitated upon reaching the kitchen and Matt dropped her bag on the center island counter. Flashing her a grin, he kept moving, and she had to hustle to keep up with his long strides. Heather rounded a corner and found Matt standing at the base of a wide staircase.
“Sarah?” he called, placing one foot on the bottom step and grasping the hand railing.
“In here!” came a voice from somewhere on the ground floor.
“Family room!” Matt cheerfully announced, turning toward a hallway opposite the stairway.
Heather followed him into a large family room, briefly noting the woodland decorations as she entered. A massive television screen caught her eye before her gaze settled on a form in a recliner to her left. Sarah sat burrowed in the chair, a blanket covering her legs and a small bundle in her arms. Her sweatshirt was pulled up just enough to allow the infant to feed and Sarah smiled sleepily at Heather.
“Hi,” she said, leaning her head against the back of the chair.
“Hey,” Heather replied, tentatively approaching the new mother.
“Sorry, Michael decided he was hungry now,” Sarah offered, her eyes on her husband.
Matt merely grinned and turned his attention to the bassinette beside Sarah’s chair. “My little princess still asleep then?” he inquired, peering down at the tiny figure.
“Yes she is and give me five more minutes before you wake her up!” ordered Sarah, fixing Matt with a firm stare.
Despite his wife’s request, Matt couldn’t resist touching the sleeping infant. Sarah simply rolled her eyes and shook her head. With a patient sigh, she looked up at Heather.
“Your flight okay?” she asked, adjusting Michael in her arms.
“Yeah, it was fine,” Heather replied, trying not to stare at the nursing infant. Sarah had never been overly modest, but Heather knew she would feel uncomfortable if their roles were reversed.
“I’ll be done here in a minute. Have a seat,” enticed Sarah.
A large ottoman sat to one side and Heather slowly sank onto the soft cushion. She observed the scene before her with curiosity and obvious caution. It had been difficult to imagine Matt and Sarah with a baby, let alone two. They were such adventurous, free spirits. Now they were tied to the responsibilities of children. That thought caused her to smile mischievously.
“Look at you, all grown up and domesticated now!” she said sarcastically, unable to resist teasing her friend.
Sarah stuck out her tongue but did not otherwise rise to the bait. “Sometimes people change,” she said, her voice firm but soft. Sarah tugged at the blanket around her son’s face, her eyes on the nursing child.
Matt slowly straightened his back, and Heather noticed Myra in his hands. His eyes sparkled with joy and he grinned at the small form cradled in his arms. Heather felt an ache in her heart as she watched her childhood friend hold his daughter. Matt appeared incredibly happy. Sarah had given him the family he’d always desired. Sadly, Heather realized she never could’ve made such a sacrifice.
“There now, she didn’t even stir,” Matt said triumphantly.
Heather sat up straight as Matt approached, her hands grasping her knees. He knelt beside the ottoman and she was able to peer directly into the infant’s face. As promised, Myra was fast asleep.
“She’s adorable,” proclaimed Heather, gingerly reaching for the tiny hand that protruded from under the blanket. One finger of hers completely covered the little balled fist.
“Gonna be as beautiful as her mother,” Matt proudly declared.
Sarah’s gentle snort indicated her opinion of that prediction. Matt winked at Heather before returning his gaze to Myra.
The moment Sarah finished feeding Michael, her daughter awoke and demanded nourishment as well. Matt and Sarah exchanged babies and eventually the little boy found his way into Heather’s arms. She marveled at his petite size, so much smaller than most babies his age but appropriate for a twin. Amused, she noted that Michael’s head lacked the dark hair that covered Myra’s, but nonetheless Matt’s son appeared perfect. Heather liked children, but could not imagine having any of her own. Her career choice alone made it a difficult proposition.
Sarah’s gentle prodding reminded Matt that he had yet to show Heather her room or allow her the opportunity to freshen up. Apologizing, he retrieved Michael from Heather’s arms and placed him in the bassinette.
“Let me grab your bag, and we’ll head upstairs,” he said cheerfully as they returned to the foyer.
Heather had only a moment to survey the guestroom before Matt propelled her down the hallway. She willingly followed as he took her on a tour of the house, amused by his childish enthusiasm. Despite his status as a professional football player and father of two, Matt retained all of his charming qualities, and Heather found his familiar attitude refreshing. Thank goodness some things never changed, she thought to herself.
Before joining her friends for a late dinner, Heather called her mother. Her phone call, reporting a safe arrival in Denver, was but a thinly disguised excuse to check on her father. She continued to question her decision to visit Matt and Sarah. Once she returned, her duties as an assistant coach would place her on the road, traveling from one basketball camp to another. Heather felt her last few days of freedom should have been devoted to her parents. Her mother had been through so much in the past six months and time with her father grew shorter every day.
The twins slept through dinner, allowing Sarah to focus on the adults at the table. Her respite was short lived when Michael’s loud cry cut into their conversation. This time, Sarah retrieved a bottle from the refrigerator to pacify the hungry youngster. Matt offered to feed his son while Sarah finished loading the dishwasher. Heather watched with fascination, amazed by her friend’s new level of maturity and parental instincts. She still recalled a party almost ten years ago when Matt had given beer to her sister’s cat.
“If I see you change a diaper, Matt Gardner, I’ll die from shock!” proclaimed Heather, crossing her arms.
“Guess we’ll just bury you where you fall, then,” he replied, his voice tinged with amusement.
“No way!”
Matt raised his eyes. “Hey, I help with the kids,” he proclaimed, feigning indignation. “I promised Sarah I would and I’ve been true to my word.”
Heather swiveled in her chair to face Sarah. “Has he?” she demanded, still doubting Matt could be that responsible.
“Believe it or not, yes, he has helped tremendously,” Sarah answered, drying her hands on a dishtowel.
Heather stared at her in disbelief. Sarah draped the towel over the edge of the sink and returned to the kitchen table. Settling in her chair, she propped one elbow on the table and eyed Matt accusingly.
“He’s done everything but produce two new cars,” she said, a smile playing at the corner of her mouth.
“Cars?” Heather asked, stressing the plural of that statement.
Adjusting his hold on Michael, Matt grinned mischievously. “In the delivery room, I promised her two new cars for her agony.”
“Two?”
“Yeah,” said Matt, winking at his wife. “She delivered two babies, I deliver two cars.”
Heather leaned back in her chair and moaned, disgusted by the loving gesture of that deal. She was the one who so desperately needed a new vehicle. The old bucket of bolts she claimed as her car currently resided in her parents’ driveway, awaiting her return. After sitting idle for several days, Heather doubted the engine would even start again.
“Damn, and I’ve got to find a new car before I start at Clemson,” she muttered, her shoulders sagging. Just the thought of driving from one dealership to another, dealing with overeager salesmen, made her skin crawl.
“Go see Mark,” Matt offered.
Heather raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Your brother’s still selling Mitsubishis for your dad?” she asked.
“When my dad expanded the dealership, Mark became general sales manager. He’ll eventually take over when my dad retires, but he still loves to wheel and deal!”
“I bet he does!” barked Heather, remembering his brother’s character all too well. Mark had always acted the tough, shrewd one in the family.
“You tell him I sent you,” Matt said, his expression unusually serious, “and that he better treat you right!”
Michael suddenly decided he no longer wanted his bottle and began to fuss. Whether alerted by her brother’s cries or simply ready for her own feeding, Myra’s gentle but persistent voice chimed in a moment later. Conversation was momentarily suspended until the twins could be pacified.
Feeling exceptionally tired, Heather retired early that night. Her final semester at Duke had brought her to the brink of exhaustion; the added stress of her father’s illness draining her emotionally. The words “terminally ill” had weighed heavily on her mind for the past six months, and Heather spent most of her nights tossing and turning. Considering the effects of insomnia had rendered her face rather gaunt, she was surprised Matt had even recognized her at the airport.
Collapsing into bed, Heather stretched out her long frame, surprised to discover the mattress was of sufficient length. Despite the weariness in her body, her mind refused to shut down right away. Her thoughts drifted from her father to her new position with the Clemson coaching staff, and Heather fretted over both situations. Too much uncertainty hung over her future.
Eventually her brain shifted gears and Heather found herself thinking about Matt. Upon her arrival in Denver, she had expected old feelings to resurface and prepared for the heartache she was sure would accompany those emotions. To her surprise, only a flicker of the love she once felt for Matt trickled through her mind, like the shadow of a distant memory. Time had finally healed that great loss. Despite her initial doubts, she decided her childhood friend had made a wise choice in selecting Sarah. Heather no longer harbored ill feelings toward Sarah for stealing Matt away from her. A life with Matt would have been impossible, as their careers had placed them on divergent paths. Heather now realized it was never meant to be and she was finally at peace with that knowledge.
One day the right man would come along. However, Heather had enough on her plate without right now without adding a serious relationship to the mix.
* * *
She’d initially had concerns about the trip, but Heather found that she enjoyed seeing Matt and Sarah again. Their company proved to be a welcome diversion, although she was thankful it was only for a couple days. Two tiny infants demanded a tremendous amount of attention. Matt seemed to take the change in stride, which did not surprise her, but Heather marveled at Sarah’s patience. She had expected her former roommate to grow irritable at some point during the visit, but Sarah’s short temper no longer raised its ugly head. Heather began to appreciate how much Matt’s wife had changed since their days at Georgia Tech.
Unfortunately, this only confounded her further. She envied Matt and Sarah’s growth and apparent overall peace with life. Other than older, Heather felt no different at all and was anything but happy.
Her mother retrieved her from the airport, asking many questions about her trip and repeatedly assuring Heather that her father’s condition had not changed. Heather decided she would be the judge of that when they arrived at her parents’ house.
Tossing her bag into her car and growling with disgust at its condition, Heather followed her mother into the house. She could hear the television set in the family room, but Lauren gestured toward the master bedroom. Dropping her keys on the table in the hallway, Heather strode down the hall to her parents’ room.
Hesitating in the doorway, Heather surveyed the surroundings before entering. The large room was dim, the heavy curtains drawn, and she wondered if her father was asleep. The only sound came from a small monitor on the nightstand. The flickering of the television screen caught her eye and she stepped forward to better view the bed. A thin form sat upright in the four-poster bed, surrounded by pillows. As Heather quietly approached, her father’s head turned and his open eyes met hers.
“I thought you were asleep,” she said, breathing a sigh of relief.
“I’m awake,” her father answered, his raspy voice resembling dry, autumn leaves crunching underfoot.
Heather sank onto the edge of the bed and reached for his hand. Her father’s fingers were thin and bony, mere shadows of their former robust selves. Cancer had slowly drained all the vibrancy from his body, leaving him frail and underweight. It hurt Heather to see her father in such a state, but illness had not taken away every aspect of the man who had raised her. Thomas Jennings’s eyes still shined with the same fiery spirit and temperament, a trait his oldest daughter had inherited and embraced to the fullest.
“How was your trip?” he asked, gently squeezing Heather’s hand in return.
“It was all right,” she replied nonchalantly. “Glad I’m not the one with two babies right now!”
Her father smiled and slowly nodded. “Hard to imagine that little troublemaker a father,” he mused.
His observation finally elicited a faint smile from Heather’s lips. The Gardners had moved next door when she was three and her father had witnessed Matt’s mischievous antics from the very beginning. Despite the trouble Heather’s friend had caused, Thomas never found reason to intervene on his daughter’s behalf. Heather had been more than capable of defending herself against Matt and his pranks.
“I’ll have to show you the pictures,” she told him, wishing she had thought to bring in her camera. “Matt’s all grown up now!”
She spent a few minutes more with her father before announcing she needed to go home, reluctant to further drain his energy. Promising to return for dinner the following night, she kissed her father on the cheek and arose from the bed. Her heavy heart weighted her entire body as Heather plodded from the room and into the hall.
Detouring through the kitchen, she noticed a sink full of dirty dishes and the counter strewn with remains from dinner preparations. Her mood already sullen, Heather’s temper flared at the sight of such disarray. Her mother should not have to deal with such a mess by herself. Clenching her fists at her sides, she strode purposefully into the family room.
Heather’s younger sister sat slouched in an easy chair, her eyes glued to the television. She glanced up as Heather entered the room, her eyes registering surprise. Before Dawn could speak or offer a greeting, Heather kicked viciously at the ottoman beneath her sister’s feet.
“What are you doing?” she demanded, her tone dissolving the partial smile on her sister’s face. “Get off your lazy butt and go clean the kitchen! Mom can’t do it all you know.”
“I was going to after the show ended,” Dawn cried defensively, placing her feet on the ground.
“You were just hoping Mom would get to it first,” accused Heather, all too familiar with her sister’s tricks; procrastination being one of her favorites. Heather placed her hands on her hips and stared threateningly at Dawn.
“Go do it now!” she commanded.
Dawn’s expression reflected indignant hurt, but Heather did not alter her stance. As different from Heather as night from day, Dawn had become the black sheep of the family. She was the opposite of her sister in every aspect, from her introverted, timid personality to her short and stocky appearance. Dawn lacked both initiative and ambition, and she had performed poorly in every extracurricular activity. Whereas Heather excelled at sports, her sister had struggled just to make the team. Dawn had tried to live up to expectations and attempted to imitate her older sister’s every endeavor. That had annoyed rather than flattered Heather, especially when Dawn failed so miserably. She had long since written off her baby sister as a lost cause.
“Nice to see you too, Heather,” Dawn mumbled as she rose to her feet.
Heather did not respond and continued to glare at her sister. Though similar in weight, she was a full seven inches taller than Dawn and had no problem dominating her younger sibling. Dawn hesitated for only a moment before obediently slinking to the kitchen.
Exasperated by her sister’s behavior, Heather went in search of her mother. She finally located her on the back deck, feeding their two cats. Lauren smiled as Heather joined her outside.
“I’m taking off now,” Heather announced. “Thanks for picking me up.”
“You’re welcome, dear,” her mother replied, giving Heather a hug. “Glad you had a good time in Denver.”
Heather nodded. “Dawn’s cleaning the kitchen.”
“I was going to do that…” Lauren protested, retrieving the box of cat food before the felines knocked it over.
“Let her do it, Mom,” ordered Heather. “You’ve got enough to worry about.”
Her annoyance with her sister refueled, Heather grasped the doorknob to control her anger. She had hoped three years of college would mature Dawn and force her to become more responsible. Switching majors twice, her sister had yet to decide what she wanted to do when she graduated. Heather doubted Dawn would even finish college in two years. In her eyes, her parents were simply wasting their money.
Forcing her sister from her mind, Heather took a deep breath. “I promised Dad I would come by for dinner tomorrow night, so if you need me to pick up anything from the store, just call.”
“All right, thank you Heather.”
Heather said goodbye to her mother and stepped inside. Navigating her way through the house, she strode past the kitchen and noticed Dawn placing the last of the plates in the dishwasher. Heather shook her head in disgust as her sister noisily dropped a handful of silverware and contemplated berating Dawn further for her incompetence. She decided it wasn’t worth the effort and continued past the doorway. Snatching her keys from the hall table, she let herself out of the house.
Leaping into her old Nissan, Heather inserted the key into the ignition. It required several hard stomps on the accelerator to force the engine to turn over, and the little car shook violently from the effort. Heather dropped the car into reverse, equally annoyed with her old vehicle. She had to acquire suitable transportation soon or she would find herself stranded on some backcountry road.
Night had fallen by the time she arrived at her apartment in Clemson. Wearily she hauled her bag out of the car and staggered to the door. Heather fumbled a moment with the lock and all but kicked open the door trying to get inside. She reached for the light and slammed the door with her foot, the sound echoing loudly in the empty apartment. Taking a deep breath, Heather surveyed the main room.
Boxes littered the floor, some with their contents still intact. A stack of books sat atop the coffee table and packing material covered the surface of the couch. Elsewhere in the apartment, the scene was pretty much the same. Heather had unpacked most of her things from college, but the addition of possessions and furniture that had been stored at her parents’ house added to the confusion. She had no idea where everything would eventually reside.
Too tired to even think about tackling the disaster that was her apartment tonight, Heather carried her bag into the bedroom. She retrieved her bath items from a side pocket and slipped into the bathroom. There would be time tomorrow to bring order to the chaos.
First on her list was the arduous task of searching for a new car, Heather decided as she fell into bed. Hopefully Matt’s recommendation would not add to her frustration. The Gardner dealership would be her first stop, but Heather did not hold her breath that it would be the only one.
II
Unexpected Interest
Heather pulled into the Toyota/Mitsubishi dealership at nine the next morning. She eyed the assortment of vehicles with trepidation and feared most would reside out of her price range. Parking near the main entrance, she leapt from her rattling old car. Slamming the door in disgust, she strode into the showroom. Several salesmen noticed her abrupt entrance and she scanned their faces expectantly. She did not see Mark in the showroom and scowled impatiently. Finally, a short young man tentatively approached.
“What can I do for you today?” he asked.
Heather stared down at the man and wrinkled her nose. She knew that hungry expression all too well and had no desire to deal with an obnoxious salesman.
“I am looking for Mark Gardner,” she said firmly, standing up to her full height.
“Let me see if he’s available,” the young man nervously stammered, obviously intimidated by Heather. “Can I give him your name?”
“Heather Jennings,” she impatiently snapped.
Excusing himself, the salesman scurried down an adjacent hallway. Heather glanced around the showroom and the other salesmen quickly dispersed, eager to be out of her way. Pleased to be left to her own devices, she scanned the cars on display, and her eyes fell on an Eclipse convertible. The bright red vehicle reminded her of Sarah’s former car, a wedding present from Matt, and she frowned ever so slightly. Soon Sarah would be receiving two new vehicles just for giving birth!
Heather approached the little convertible, curious as to how much it cost. She doubted an Eclipse, convertible or not, would be in her price range, and one look at the sticker confirmed her suspicions. Heather would not drive away in this car any time soon.
“Ma’am?”
The salesman’s voice startled her and she turned quickly to face him. Blinking, the young man gestured for her to follow.
“Let me show you to Mark’s office,” he said.
With a curt nod, Heather fell into step behind the young man. Absently she wondered how someone like him could survive selling cars. Salesmen needed boldness and confidence, qualities this boy obviously lacked. If he’d sold even one car that month, it would’ve been a miracle.
The young man paused at an open doorway and gestured inside. “Just have a seat, ma’am,” he said politely. “Mark will be with you in a moment.”
Heather stepped into the office and the salesman quickly retreated. Mark sat at his desk, phone in hand and eyes glued to his computer screen. From her position, Heather could not clearly see his face, but the deep, gruff voice was all too familiar. Deep in conversation, he had not noticed her entrance and continued barking figures into the receiver. His tone was rather intimidating and Heather felt grateful not to be on the receiving end of the phone line. She eyed the chair opposite Mark’s desk and opted to remain standing. It was probably best she keep her distance right now.
While she waited, Heather took in her surroundings. Surface decorations were sparse in Mark’s office, but one entire wall was covered with plaques and awards. Apparently, Mark had consistently earned salesman of the month for the duration of his tenure, and after nine years at his father’s dealership, garnered a lot of recognition. She clearly recalled his overbearing and forceful nature from her childhood. Heather had no doubt Mark could bully a car purchase out of anyone who walked into his office. Perhaps making this her first stop today was a bad idea. She was no pushover, but Heather did not feel like arguing with Matt’s older brother.
Mark leaned back in his chair and the movement caught her attention. He did not turn away from his computer, but his face became visible at last. The similarity to his brother struck her immediately, from the shape of his nose to the set of his jaw line. However, while Matt’s features were sharp and distinct, Mark’s were less defined, as if they had been purposely blurred. His eyes were darker than his brother’s and his face fuller. The wavy Gardner hair, worn long by Matt, was kept short by Mark, although it obviously had the potential to fluff out of control. At this early hour, he appeared perfectly groomed and surprisingly professional.
“You tell him that’s the bottom line,” Mark said loudly, causing Heather to jump. “He’s not gonna get a better offer anywhere else in this damn town!”
Slamming the receiver into its cradle, he spun around to his desk. His brows furrowed, Mark’s expression was nothing short of exasperation. He seized a folder on his desk, casually glancing up as he extracted a stack of papers. Heather braced herself for a cold reception, her shoulders back and ready for battle. Mark did a double take, obviously surprised to find himself with an audience. Meeting her eyes, his expression altered almost immediately.
“Heather?” he asked in surprise, leaning away from his desk.
“Mark,” she replied, the tension in her body easing.
“Damn, Heather, haven’t seen you in years,” said Mark, a smile tugging at his lips. “You look great.”
“Um, thanks,” she said, caught off-guard by the compliment.
Mark sat up properly in his chair. “Well, have a seat,” he said, gesturing toward the empty chair. “Are you in town visiting your folks?”
“No, I just finished grad school,” answered Heather, easing into her seat. “I took a job as an assistant coach for Clemson. Start tomorrow, as a matter of fact.”
“Really? The girls’ basketball team?”
Nodding in affirmation, Heather pressed her back against the chair and rested her elbows on the armrest. “They needed an assistant coach and I wanted to stay close to my father, so it all worked out.”
Mark appeared puzzled and Heather cleared her throat. She had assumed he knew about her father.
“My father has terminal cancer,” she said, keeping her voice steady.
“Heather, I’m sorry,” Mark said quickly and with genuine sympathy.
“He’s made it a lot longer than they said he would, though,” added Heather.
“Well, that doesn’t surprise me. He’s a fighter, just like you,” observed Mark. “Damn, I wonder if my father knows?”
Heather merely shrugged, unable to answer that question. Their families had been close, especially after residing as neighbors for almost twenty years, but she did not know how much they continued to communicate. Her father had concealed his illness from many, though, discreetly leaving work and maintaining a low profile for the past few months.
“Sorry, it’s been a while since I’ve seen your folks,” Mark continued. He eyed her curiously, his fingers absently playing with a pen on his desk. “Been a long time since I’ve seen you.”
Aware of Mark’s scrutiny, Heather sat up straight in her chair. “Well, your brother told me to come see you.”
“Oh, he did, huh?” Mark asked wryly. “You still talk to Matt?”
“Actually, I just saw him. Spent a few days in Denver.”
“Really? So how is my baby brother, the father?”
Heather rolled her eyes. “Disgustingly happy!” she declared.
“He keeps telling me that!” exclaimed Mark. “Guess I’ll have to see it with my own eyes.”
“He says you owe him a visit.”
Mark chuckled, his fingers spinning the pen. “I know, I know. Supposed to fly out next month for a couple days. Just tough to get away from here!”
Tossing aside the pen, Mark leaned forward on his desk. “So, Matt sent you to see me, huh? Guess that means you’re looking for a new car.”
“Yes, and he said you would give me a good deal,” said Heather, narrowing her eyes, “or else!”
Mark laughed, obviously amused by the threat. His deep, rich voice echoed within the confines of his office.
“Would I rip off an old friend?” he asked innocently.
“Hell, yes!”
Still grinning, Mark pointed a finger at her and winked. “Not all of them,” he admonished.
Reaching for his phone, Mark punched three buttons and leaned back in his chair. “Dietrich?” he asked. “You with someone? Got a customer for you. My office.”
Hardly waiting for a reply, Mark hung up the phone. “Dietrich is one of my best guys,” he told Heather, absently rocking in his chair. “He’ll treat you right.”
A sound in the hallway alerted Heather and a man in his thirties appeared in the doorway. He flashed her a brief smile and glanced expectantly at his sales manager for instructions. Mark arose from his chair, his eyes on Heather, and she quickly rose to her feet.
“Dietrich, this is Heather Jennings,” Mark said by way of introductions.
The salesman extended his hand, smiling warmly. Heather returned his firm grip, determined to show him that she meant business. Mark moved to her side and she felt his hand press against her back.
“Heather’s a very good friend of my father’s family and is to be treated like gold,” he commanded, his dark eyes flashing an unspoken warning of retribution for disobedience. “You show her whatever car she desires and let her take as long as she wants. When Heather’s made her choice, you bring her back to me immediately for pricing, understood?”
“Completely,” Dietrich answered, unfazed by Mark’s firm request.
He stepped aside and gestured for Heather to precede him from the room. Mark gave her a gentle shove, propelling her forward. Glancing over her shoulder as she exited the room, Heather saw him give her a nod before returning to his paperwork. His abrupt and unflinching nature had not altered, although his warning to treat a friend of the family like gold was uncharacteristic of Matt’s brother. Heather wondered what else about Mark had changed over the years.
Heather stepped into the showroom and hesitated. Dietrich came up beside her and smiled pleasantly.
“So, what type of vehicle were you interested in?” he asked, returning Heather’s attention to her original purpose for visiting the dealership.
“Something that gets me from point A to point B,” Heather stated in no uncertain terms, “and can handle a lot of miles!”
“We’ve got a couple models that fit that description,” he replied with a knowing smile.
Wasting no time, Dietrich took her on a tour of the lot. He pointed to every car that might appeal to Heather and fulfill her requirements. However, the sticker price eliminated several models right off the bat. Size narrowed the search even further, as she knew any vehicle above mid-sized would be more than she required. Finally, she selected four models that fell within her price range, and Dietrich let her test drive each one. Patiently she listened as he outlined the features of each car while she drove, giving her the facts, mixed with his own opinion. Obviously, he sensed that Heather cared little for details and kept his monologues to a minimum.
Taking gas mileage and overall cost into consideration, Heather finally selected the Corolla. There were several different models, but she knew the one with the fewest bells and whistles would suit her needs. Dietrich wrote down the information and promptly returned her to Mark’s office. Another gentleman was inspecting her vehicle and Heather hoped it would start on the first attempt. She needed every possible advantage at this point, and a trade- in vehicle that actually ran was a must.
Mark glanced up from his computer as they entered. “Find one you liked?” he asked, continuing to type.
“She preferred the Corolla,” Dietrich informed him, sliding the information across Mark’s desk. “And Patrick is test driving her Nissan right now.”
Heather sank into the chair across from Mark, mentally preparing herself for battle. Matt might have requested he give her a good deal, but that did not mean Mark would comply. He finished at his computer and spun around to his desk, eyes falling on the form in front of him. Scowling slightly, he reached for the sheet. Heather warily watched as Mark leaned back in his chair, silently inspecting her selection. Lowering the form, he peered questioningly at her with dark eyes.
“This is all you want?” he asked incredulously. “The Corolla CE? That’s the base model.”
“I don’t need a bunch of fancy gadgets,” she said firmly, crossing her legs and taking a defiant pose. “Something cheap that gets good gas mileage is enough.”
Mark cocked his head inquisitively at Dietrich, who merely shrugged. Tossing the paper onto his desk, Mark folded his hands in his lap and slowly rocked in his executive chair.
“Are you going to be on the road much?” he asked.
“I’ll be spending the summer scoping out next year’s prospects,” Heather answered. “Most of that will be road miles.”
“Then you need something that won’t kill your back and butt,” Mark said bluntly. “You’ll want some comforts.”
“Mark, I’m not gonna spend a fortune on a car I’ll have torn up in just two years,” insisted Heather, feeling her defenses rise. This was exactly the scenario she had dreaded.
“Not talking about spending a fortune,” assured Mark. “How about bumping it up to the XLE model…”
“It’s at least a thousand more,” she interjected.
“ …for the CE price?” finished Mark, raising his voice over hers.
That caught Heather by surprise. Her mouth snapped shut and she stared suspiciously at Mark. An old friend or not, he was still a salesman at heart, and a ruthless one at that. She knew his true motivation. A thousand off the higher-end model meant he would catch her on the trade-in or the interest. She would lose either way.
“Not much of a deal if you screw me elsewhere, though,” she said bluntly, her voice low.
Mark’s eyes narrowed. Heather continued to stare at him in defiance, determined to hold her ground. She probably could have chosen her words better, but it was too late now. The tension in the room was unmistakable and Dietrich shifted nervously on his feet. Heather wondered if she had just wasted over two hours of her day.
Breaking eye contact first, Mark glanced up at Dietrich. “Is Patrick through with her car yet?” he demanded in an obvious effort to funnel his anger elsewhere.
“I’ll see what’s keeping him,” Dietrich offered, apparently thankful for an opportunity to leave the room.
Without looking in her direction, Mark reached around and extracted a long form from a small file cabinet behind his desk. Glancing occasionally at the first sheet of paper, his pen moved rapidly over the form, scribbling numbers at a rapid pace. Heather silently watched, feeling concerned and quite confused by his actions. Her words had either infuriated him if he was genuinely trying to help, or annoyed him if he just wanted to close the deal. He did not look up as he wrote and Heather felt at a loss. She still did not know what to make of Matt’s older brother.
Dietrich returned, a small slip of paper in his hand. Mark glanced up and continued writing.
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