By Anna J. McIntyre
After losing her beloved husband in a car accident, Alexandra is left to raise her teenage son alone. Coming to terms with life as a single mother is difficult enough, yet now she must face the sins of her past when Garret Coulson returns to town.
Grandson of the town's founder, the wealthy and powerful Garret Coulson fell in love with another man's wife, resulting in a self-imposed exile. With that man dead, Garret can return to claim what should have been his.
For ten years, Alexandra has kept the secret of her infidelity. The fact she is now a widow does not make that secret any less painful to reveal. Some secrets have the power to shatter lives - yet sometimes they heal hearts.
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Her lessons were about love.
Alexandra Chamberlain considered breaking Jimmy Keller’s other leg. Perhaps she would finish what the motorcycle accident failed to do; she would kill him. She had warned him not to attempt the dangerous jump, yet he refused to listen. She was relieved the only damage was one broken leg. Although she was begrudgingly grateful Jimmy had survived the foolish stunt, he’d inadvertently left her without a date for the senior prom.
"Things happen for a reason, Alexandra, even bad things." Grandma Sarah's words did little to soothe the disappointed teenager, who stood before the floor-length mirror holding her prom dress in front of her already-clad body. The midnight blue gown, cut from soft velour, had an empire-cut bodice and plunging neckline, revealing a daring amount of cleavage for a seventeen-year-old girl in 1972. Alexandra would not be wearing it now; or so she thought.
It was too late to find another date for the prom. She felt a little guilty over her anger; after all, poor Jimmy had broken his leg. Yet, did he have to be so reckless the day before prom?
"Even our tragedies and mistakes have lessons; you just need to listen." Grandma Sarah sat on Alex's double bed and watched her granddaughter hang the prom dress back in the closet.
"And what's my lesson? I should care more about Jimmy than about wearing a pretty dress?"
"Maybe. Your disappointment is natural; disappointment is part of life. It doesn't always go as we expect. But usually, it's for the best."
"I don't want you to think I'm awful, Grandma. Jimmy is okay and everything. He actually thought breaking his leg was cool! He's an idiot."
"So why did you agree to go with him in the first place?"
"Because I'm an idiot." Alex shrugged her shoulders, sat on the bed, and leaned against her grandmother. "And he happens to be one of my best friends."
An hour later, the phone rang.
"Hi, Alex? This is Ryan. Ryan Keller. Jimmy's brother."
Alexandra thought a moment. The older brother, the one in college, good-looking and smart. And he is also my brother’s close friend.
"How's Jimmy?" Alexandra asked.
"He'll live. Unfortunately," he answered with a chuckle. "I'm visiting home for the weekend, and, well, Jimmy tells me he was to take you to prom. There's a tux hanging in his closet, and I think I can squeeze into it. How about I take you?"
Silence. Alexandra was speechless.
"Come on, Alex. I missed my senior prom. Tommy told me you have a gorgeous dress."
More silence. Oh my God! Tommy put him up to this! I’ll kill my brother. Ryan thinks I'm a charity case!
"Please, Alex," he asked very sweetly. "I'll be able to torment Jimmy for years over how I stole his good-looking date because he was stupid enough to break his leg the day before prom."
Grandma Sarah was right; even bad things happen for a reason. Four years later, after graduating from college, Alexandra married Ryan Keller. Jimmy was the best man, and Ryan never let his younger brother forget how he’d stolen Jimmy's prom date.
Twenty-Three Years Later
Beneath the frayed patchwork quilt, Alex drew her bare knees to her chest and protectively wrapped her arms around the bent limbs. Her tear-stained face peeked out from the quilt's folds as she rested her head wearily against the paneled headboard. The early dawn's sunlight began to slip in at random points on the covered bedroom window, finding its way through the ill-fitted slats of the vertical blinds.
All was quiet. Alex was alone in the dark room. Her eyes had long since adjusted to the darkness. She suspected her sister, Kate, was sleeping in the guest room. It had been hours since she’d heard any sounds from the house.
Alex closed her eyes and settled down against a warm pile of pillows. She had been awake and sobbing for what seemed like an eternity. Had it only been yesterday morning when everything was still good and sweet? How could so many lives change in an instant?
Yesterday Morning
Ryan turned off the annoying alarm of the clock radio. Alex stretched, reluctant to leave the relaxing bliss of sleep. Even with her eyes closed, she could tell by his movements that Ryan was already dressed.
"Are you going to sleep all day?" came Ryan's familiar greeting. He delivered the question in his typical playful and good-natured fashion.
"If you join me," Alex responded lazily, opening her eyes.
"Promises, promises." Ryan chuckled, then dropped a quick kiss on his wife’s forehead and left the bedroom to make coffee.
Twenty minutes later, they sat at the breakfast bar, fully dressed and discussing the day's agenda. Ryan was in especially good humor. He usually was in the morning. It was his time of day. While sipping the steaming mug of coffee, Alex fondly observed her husband as he enthusiastically discussed ordinary subjects.
His raspy laugh was infectious, and Alex found the lines around his eyes charming when they crinkled and deepened during laughter. A woman could not get away with those lines, Alex thought with a sigh. His reddish-brown hair had begun to thin in his early twenties, and now in his mid-forties, the top of his head was nearly bald. When combing what remained of his hair, Ryan would shrug and say, "At least I haven't gone gray.” His lack of vanity was one of the many things Alex loved about her husband.
"I’ve some errands to run this morning. Do you want to go with me or take your own car?" Ryan asked as he rinsed his coffee cup in the sink and placed it in the dishwasher.
"I need to get there early. Payroll’s today. I'll just take my own." Alex reached for her purse; it was still sitting on the kitchen counter where she’d placed it the night before. She opened it and began searching for her keys.
"Do you think you can pick up some quarters at the bank? We need a couple hundred," Alex asked, her gaze still focused in the open purse.
"No way," Ryan teased. He meant yes. Alex understood. Ryan kissed her goodbye and promised to see her before noon. He didn’t keep his promise.
Later, Alex could not recall the exact words of the police officer. The entire moment was lost in a haze of disbelief and shock. A senseless car accident. It wasn't Ryan's fault. Yet, what did it matter whose fault it was? He was gone.
At first, Alex refused to believe. It was a mistake, a sick joke, anything but the truth. She didn't cry. She was angry. This is silly, she thought. People did not have fatal car accidents in their own neighborhoods.
It was not until she saw his body that reality dawned. The unimaginable had happened. By this time, her sister, Kate, and her brother, Tommy, were by her side.
Alex retreated to her bedroom and began to cry. Then, she began to sob. The tears came without reprieve. Sobs rocked her body until she could not stop them.
At the Lucky Lady Restaurant and Saloon, owned by Alex and Ryan Keller, the grieving staff pulled together. They took turns using the telephone, calling family and friends of their deceased employer. They vowed to stand by Alex's side, protect her when necessary and watch over the business that was the livelihood for them all.
Facing the Dawn
Alex pulled the quilt tight around her weary body. Yesterday morning was part of another world. In some strange way, Adam was still a part of that other world, for he still believed his father was alive. She was glad he was on the fishing trip and could have a few more hours without the sorrow. There would be plenty of time for the grief. In truth, she wanted time to pull herself together. Adam would need her strength, and currently, she had nothing to give.
She closed her eyes, and for the first time in more than twenty hours, she began to sleep. In her sleep, she began to dream. The dream was no more than a ghostly memory of the long-ago first date with her husband, Ryan.
Alexandra's eyes fluttered open, and she glanced at the clock: 7:00 a.m. She closed her eyes again and thought about Grandma Sarah. I'll never see a reason for Ryan's death, Alexandra thought to herself as she drifted back to sleep.
There are always lessons. Alexandra could hear her grandmother's voice. Life would be nothing more than random acts if we didn't have the lessons. Ignoring them is what makes senseless tragedies senseless.
Emily's curiosity got the best of her. Patience was not a virtue she claimed. Besides, it was tenacity that had enabled her to become the executive assistant to one of the most powerful men in Coulson. The fact that her employer’s grandfather, Randall Coulson, was the town's founder and namesake boosted her feeling of self-importance.
Twenty minutes earlier, her employer, Russell Coulson, instructed her to call Joe Carter, Coulson's Chief of Police. As soon as Carter was on the line, Russell wanted the call transferred to his office.
Emily sat at her large desk in the outer office, restlessly tapping her manicured nails against the plastic outer edge of her computer's keyboard. Her shrewd gray-blue eyes stared at the multi-line telephone. Ten minutes earlier, she had routed Carter's call to Russell's private office. The light to his phone line had gone off five minutes ago; he was no longer on the phone. Russell should have called her into his office by now.
With an impatient shrug, she pushed her chair away from the desk and stood up. She did not intend to wait a minute longer for his summons. Clad in a stylish gray business suit, she marched to the door that separated Russell’s office from her own. Gently tossing back her shortly cut crop of velvety black hair, she eased the door open.
Russell's back faced her. He stood at the far side of the spacious office, staring out the large picture window that looked out on downtown Coulson. He wore tan slacks, a dark blue golf shirt tucked in at his belted waist, and brown loafers. He stood akimbo, silent, and thoughtful. Emily noticed his light brown hair, tinged in gray, had recently been trimmed.
Deep in thought, Russell did not hear Emily come into the office. Since entering his forties, he had become increasingly aware of the fragile quality of life. Today’s news only enforced that belief. Happiness was elusive and tenuous.
Russell first heard the news bulletin on his way to work. A car accident claimed the life of a longtime Coulson resident, and until the family was notified, the identity would not be released. Since he knew most of the longtime residents, he had immediately called Carter to learn the victim’s identity.
"Well?" Emily stood several feet behind Russell. Interrupted from his private thoughts, he turned and faced his secretary. She was surprised to find tears brimming in his blue eyes.
"Oh my God, who was it?" she gasped.
"Ryan Keller," he answered softly, then walked to his desk and sat down, leaning back wearily in his large chair.
"Ryan Keller?" she puzzled, relieved it was not someone she knew personally. "Isn't he the one that owns the Lucky Lady Restaurant and Saloon?"
He nodded.
She walked over to Russell and sat in one of the two chairs facing his desk. "Well, that's too bad. But I didn't know you were even friends."
"We graduated from high school together. At one time, we were very good friends," Russell said sadly. He leaned over the desk and rested his elbows against the desktop. "That was a very long time ago."
"He's married to Alexandra Keller," she stated hesitantly.
"That's right."
"I don't care for the woman," Emily blurted out impulsively only to be met by a harsh glare. "It doesn’t mean I don't feel sorry for her loss. I simply find her to be rather…” What was the right word? she asked herself. Annoying, irritatingly middle class, PTA, den mother, cookie sales volunteer?
"Everyone likes Alexandra Keller," Russell stated wearily. He should be angry at Emily's callousness. Yet, that was Emily.
"No. You like everyone." She smiled sweetly. "It is too bad. Why hasn't the radio broadcasted Ryan Keller’s name? Surely they've contacted his wife by now."
Emily, who absently inspected her manicure, was growing a little bored with the conversation, yet she didn't want to appear too insensitive. A couple of concerned inquiries, then she could get back to work. She wanted to get out of the office for an early lunch. There was a lovely pair of gold earrings she wanted to buy.
"They have a teenage son, Adam. He's on a fishing trip with Ryan's brother, Jimmy. Until they contact Jimmy and Adam, no names will be released." Russell glanced up and noticed Emily’s attention was elsewhere. Cold bitch, he thought. But, she was an excellent assistant.
"I really must get back to work." Emily jumped up and patted Russell’s shoulder, then left the room.
Once alone in his office, Russell reached for his phone. Before he dialed the number, he pushed his intercom.
"Emily?"
"Yes, Mr. Coulson?" Emily’s voice came from the small box.
"Until further notice, I don't want to be disturbed. Hold all my calls. No exceptions."
"Yes, Mr. Coulson."
With a deep sigh, Russell moved his hand from the intercom to his phone and dialed.
"Coulson Enterprises," answered a female voice.
"Garret Coulson's office,” Russell requested. He glanced up at the closed door, which separated his private office from the outer office.
"Garret Coulson's office," answered a familiar female voice.
"Hello, Susan. Is my brother in?"
"Hello, Mr. Coulson." Susan's greeting brightened with recognition. "How’s the weather in Coulson?"
"Warm and sunny." Russell grinned. He always played the weather game with Garret's assistant. "How's the weather there?"
"You rat. We’re getting snow." Susan laughed. "I'll put your brother on."
Garret Coulson stretched out awkwardly in his swivel office chair. There simply was not room for his six-foot-three frame to get comfortable. Leaning back casually, he contemplated life.
He hated Chicago. He hated his damned office. He missed Coulson. Yet, he'd been exiled—a self-imposed exile. Lifting one foot, he gave his desk a kick, but instead of sending his chair sprawling backward, his desk jolted forward just as his phone rang.
He sat up straight and grabbed the phone’s receiver. Susan announced Russell was on the phone. If Russy gloated about the weather, Garret swore he would reach through the phone line and strangle his little brother.
"If you say warm and sunny, you're off my Christmas list," Garret growled into the phone.
"Morning, Garret." Russell's voice was weary, no jesting: trouble at home.
Garret pulled his chair up to the desk and took a firmer hold of the phone’s receiver. "What's the problem, Russy?"
"There was a car accident in Coulson yesterday morning. Three people were killed." Russell spoke softly, carefully measuring the words.
"Who?" Garret did not bother asking if he knew the victims. It was obvious he did or his brother would not be calling.
"Ryan Keller."
There was just a moment of silence before Garret blurted out, "Oh my God, Alex!"
"No, Garret," Russell hurriedly replied. He had not considered his brother would jump to that conclusion. "Alex wasn't with him. Ryan was alone in the car. The other two were the driver and passenger from the other vehicle. They weren't from Coulson."
Relief flooded Garret. He could feel the familiar ache in the pit of his stomach. After ten years, Alexandra still had the ability to take hold of his heart and bring him to his knees. He steadied his voice, unwilling to reveal his inner emotions to his younger brother.
"How's Alex holding up?"
Russell noticed the instantaneous change in Garret's tone: detached and remote. Russell smiled sadly. "I've no idea. Jimmy's out of town with their son. From what I understand, Jimmy and Adam don't know yet."
"How old is Adam now?" Garret remembered the last time he’d seen the boy, Adam was barely in grade school. Even then, he was a miniature of Ryan Keller.
"I think he's a junior or senior. Not sure."
"Rough age to lose a father."
"Any age is bad to lose a father," Russell replied, and then he asked, "I imagine the funeral will be in two or three days. Will you come?"
"You've got to be kidding." Garret was astonished that Russell would make such a suggestion.
"Alex always considered you a good friend."
Silence.
"She might need you." Russell's words were hesitant, soft.
"I am her friend." Garret's voice was low. "And as her friend, her very dear friend, I would never consider subjecting her to such confusion. I'm the last person she'd want to see at Ryan's funeral."
"I suppose you're right," Russell conceded, then added, "But you will come home now? Maybe not right away, but sometime in the near future."
"I’ll talk to you later." Garret was not ready to answer his brother's question.
"Do you want me to give your condolences to Alex, when I see her at the funeral?"
"No." The answer was firm, absolute. "Don't mention me."
After Garret said goodbye to his brother and placed the handset back on the base of the desk phone, he closed his eyes and thought of the first time he’d met Alex. He imagined he must have been about Adam's age.
• • • •
Randall Coulson, a rich industrialist from the East, was anxious for a new adventure in the southwest, and so he purchased an immense section of land in the late 1940s. A significant portion of the property was purchased from one of the major railroads. Relocating his industrial empire in the infant community was just one goal. He planned to make Coulson a resort paradise. True to his word, Randall accomplished just what he set out to do.
Garret was just a small boy when his family moved to Coulson. His parents, transplanted from a world of culture, country clubs, and social status, resented the move, yet had no choice in the matter. Randall controlled the empire, the money, and the family.
Unlike his parents, Garret loved small-town living. As a child, he swam in the nearby lakes, hiked in the mountains, wore cowboy boots, and later drank beer while riding in the back of an old pickup truck. He hated the fact that everyone was poor but the Coulson family. He envied his friends who went unnoticed.
While Garret's parents worked to make Coulson into Randall’s dream—an upscale resort community—Garret worked to fit in with the working class of Coulson. In Coulson during the 1950s, everyone was blue collar except the Coulson family.
The town’s first school was a modest building that housed kindergarten through high school. By the time Garret began his junior year, Coulson High School had been built next door to the original school. New families moved into the community, and one of those included a high school teacher named Beth Chamberlain.
By the time Garret turned sixteen, he was the terror of Coulson. Had his grandfather not owned the town, he would have been expelled years before. Handsome and cocksure, Garret spent his time seducing the majority of the female student body or getting drunk with his buddies. He was rude to his teachers and had long since learned that if he never completely fit in because he was a Coulson, he would use the name to his advantage. This meant he could bully, intimidate, and dominate. Other parents might have pulled in the reins, but Randall smiled silently and told Garret's parents not to worry. A true Coulson needed to sow his wild oats.
Beth Chamberlain was Garret's algebra teacher and a mother of three. Having three children of her own, she was appalled at Garret's unruly and outlandish behavior. Since she had just moved to Coulson during the previous summer, she had no idea of the power wielded by the Coulson family.
Beth also knew that Garret was extremely bright, and if he would simply apply himself, he could easily get excellent grades and prepare for college. The fact that Randall Coulson had enough money to buy Garret the college of his choice in spite of the boy’s mediocre grades meant little to Beth. She wanted her students to succeed on their own merits.
One day, after an especially exasperating encounter with Garret, Beth ordered the student to return to her classroom at the end of the school day. She was furious and quite adamant. Garret was amused and a bit curious, as no teacher had dared reprimand him since kindergarten. Curiosity alone brought him to Mrs. Chamberlain's class that October afternoon.
He arrived at the classroom just as Mrs. Chamberlain was preparing to leave.
"I see you made it," she responded, a bit surprised he showed up. When several of her colleagues learned she had told Garret to return to her classroom at the end of the day, they suggested she not hold her breath. Not only would he fail to show, no one in the administration would back her up. Yet, here he was.
"I need to make a phone call. I'd like you to sit at your desk, quietly. I expect you to wait for me."
Garret eyed his teacher curiously. He knew she was surprised to see him. In fact, she looked just a bit nervous, even after delivering her terse demand. Aw, what the hell, he thought, he would wait for her. He had nothing else to do.
He was alone in the classroom for about five minutes when she showed up. She didn't walk into the room; she bolted in, as if chased by a pack of wolves. She was the most beautiful child he had ever seen. From the looks of her large, expressive, hazel-colored eyes, brimming with the promise of tears, she was about to burst into sobs.
"Where’s my mommy?" Her lips were trembling, obviously upset that her mother was nowhere in sight, and in the mother’s place, was this strange teenage boy who looked as if he might gobble her up. She nervously chewed her quivering lower lip and glanced anxiously at the door through which she had just entered.
She was a tiny little thing. Garret guessed she was in first or second grade, obviously arriving from the elementary school next door. Her hair was a mop of unruly dark brown curls, and a spattering of freckles dusted her tiny nose.
He had no patience for children. He guessed that his younger brother, Russell, was a few years older than this sprite. Russy was a pain in the butt. Most of the time Garret wanted to toss the kid into an abandoned mineshaft or tie him to a tree. Yet, this child unexpectedly tugged at his heartstrings.
"Is your mom Mrs. Chamberlain?" Garret stood up from the chair and walked toward the little girl. She nodded the affirmative, silent as a doll. At that moment, the door burst open and three of Russy's classmates rushed in.
"Hey, baby, your mama's in the office, and she ain’t gonna help you none!" The tallest boy sneered. The three young boys did not see Garret as a threat. Heck, Garret Coulson was one of the meanest boys around, and he would probably help them.
Garret looked to the three young thugs then back to the trembling child whose eyes were wide in fear; silent tears streaked down her chubby cheeks. Even Garret did not terrorize girls. He might seduce the older ones, but he would never bully them.
"You boys bother this kid again and your mamas won't know what happened to your scrawny little butts." Garret, already reaching six feet in height, placed his hands on his hips and stood beside the small girl. "Kids like you can get lost real easy in the mountains."
Now it was the boys' turn to look wide-eyed in fear.
"If I so much as hear that you or any of your friends ever bother her again, you'll hear from Garret Coulson personally."
In a flash, the three boys disappeared out the door in a full run.
Garret leaned down on his bent knee and pulled the young child before him. With the back of his hand, he gently brushed away the tears and smiled.
"Thank you," whispered the small voice as she blinked away unshed tears.
"My name is Garret. What's yours?" he asked softly.
"Alexandra Maria Chamberlain." She smiled sweetly. Her thick, dark lashes were heavy with dampness.
"Whoa, that's some big name for such a little thing." He chuckled, gently rustling her mop of curls with his right hand.
"You saved me. They were gonna kill me," she declared in a small but serious tone.
"I don't think they would actually kill you, Alexandra Maria Chamberlain." His eyes twinkled. "But I do believe they were gonna pester you a bit. Don't worry; they won't be bothering you again. And if they do, you just come tell me. I'm in your mama's eleven o'clock class."
Impulsively, Alexandra threw herself into Garret’s arms and wrapped her little arms tightly around his neck.
"I love you, Garret. You're my hero," she cried.
Garret was surprised at the gesture and eased himself from Alexandra’s death grip, holding her at arm’s length. Looking into her sweet face, he could see the promise of a true beauty.
"You, Alexandra Maria Chamberlain, are going to be a heartbreaker." Garret chuckled.
She was almost six years old.
Garret did not see Alexandra again until eleven years later. By that time, Beth Chamberlain had managed to convince Garret to buckle down at school, which meant he was able to get into college without a Coulson bribery.
Although he excelled in college and proved to be an asset to the family business, Garret continued to be a reckless spirit. By the age of twenty-seven, he had already divorced a woman, whom he had married to annoy his father. He was rich, cynical, and incredibly self-indulgent.
The town of Coulson had grown considerably since Garret's reckless teen years. His grandfather, father, and older brother were turning toward politics, and no longer found Garret's randy behavior amusing. They insisted the young man learn the meaning of discretion. Since he was not stupid, he soon learned what his grandfather and father had learned years before; you can have your proverbial cake and eat it, too.
Impressions were a necessity. Each year, the Coulson family faithfully attended the Coulson High School Homecoming football game. What better way to remind the community of the family's contributions to the town. Not only did they have spirit for the home team but didn't they donate the new football bleachers? A budding political family could not ask for better public relations.
It was at the 1971 homecoming game that he saw her.
Sitting in the front bleacher with his younger brother, Russell, Garret watched as the parade of five convertibles drove between the football field and bleachers, and then stopped. Each of the convertibles carried contenders for the homecoming queen and king.
Garret had no idea who she was, the contender in the car directly in front of him, not ten feet away. She was the most sweetly beautiful young woman, with long, chocolate-brown hair tumbling down her back and an innocent, wholesome smile that reminded him of apple pie and the girl next door. He felt a bit like a pervert, gawking at this fresh-faced high school kid.
"Who the hell is that?" Garret nudged his brother and nodded toward the convertible that parked directly in front of their seat. Since Russell had graduated just two years earlier, he must know her—it was a small town.
Russell glanced up and smiled. "Alex Chamberlain. You know, her mom was your algebra teacher."
"Holy shit. I certainly was right." Garret smiled, wishing he were ten years younger.
"Right about what?" Russell puzzled.
"She's a heartbreaker." Garret smiled.
Fourteen years later, true to his word, Alexandra Maria Chamberlain broke Garret Coulson's heart.
In spite of the fact that the radio or newspaper released no names, within twenty-four hours, most of Coulson knew Ryan Keller, the owner of the Lucky Lady, had died in a car accident. The townsfolk were also aware of why the radio broadcasted no names; Ryan’s son and brother were away on a fishing trip, and they were unaware of the tragedy.
It had been a good fishing trip. The beginning of trout season was an excellent reason to miss a few days of school. Adam enjoyed the annual tradition. His father was not much of a fisherman. Jimmy’s own two children, who happened to be girls, would rather spend the day at the mall than out in the wilds.
They first heard the radio news bulletin when they were about an hour from home. It was natural for them to speculate on the victim’s identity. Yet, neither Jimmy nor Adam considered the possibility that it was someone close to them, not until they reached town and stopped at the mini-mart for a soda.
Full of laughter and fish stories, Jimmy and his nephew bounded into the mini-mart and came face to face with a solemn clerk. Jimmy had lived in Coulson for most of his life and had been buying cigarettes, gas, and soda at the market for more than twenty years. He was used to a friendly smile and greeting.
When Jimmy absently asked the clerk who had died in yesterday’s car accident, the stricken clerk quietly told Jimmy to take Adam home. Jimmy did not say another word and quietly did as the clerk suggested.
• • • •
The Lucky Lady Restaurant and Saloon was considered Coulson’s finest eating establishment. Its rough-sawn, plank-board siding helped transform the building’s exterior into a convincing replica of an old west saloon. The interior was an abundance of shiny brass, warm-hued oak, and shades of hunter green. It was a class-act dinner house.
Although the Lucky Lady would not be open for business for another two hours, Tommy Chamberlain knew the crew would be inside. Using his key to open the locked front door, he wearily entered the business, which as of two days ago, was owned solely by his sister, Alexandra.
As he’d expected, Tommy found most of the crew gathered around one large dining room table drinking coffee. Rosa saw him first. She gestured for Tommy to join the others, and then offered to bring him a hot cup of fresh coffee. Tommy glanced at his watch; it was just minutes past 9:00 a.m.
"How’s Alex holding up?" asked Steve, a sandy-haired, husky man in his mid-twenties. He had been a waiter at Lucky Lady for over six years. He sat, as did the rest of the crew, hunched over morning coffee.
"She finally stopped crying," Tommy answered, he sat on the tabletop and propped his feet on a nearby chair. Rosa handed him a cup of coffee; he cradled it in his hands, allowing it to warm his chilled palms. Rosa sat back down in her chair and leaned back. No one said a word. All eleven members of the Lucky Lady crew stared expectantly at Tommy.
"I heard Jimmy and Adam got back yesterday afternoon." Rosa’s comment broke the silence. Her brown eyes looked up to Tommy as she absently brushed back her curly, shoulder-length, black hair. Tommy simply nodded.
"How’s he doing?" Steve asked.
"Who knows?" Tommy shrugged. It was such a shock. "The funeral will be tomorrow," he stated. The crew sympathized with him. They knew he had made all the arrangements and it had not been easy. He had stepped in, taken charge. Ryan Keller had been not just his brother-in-law but also his best friend.
"Do you have enough pall bearers?" Steve asked.
Tommy stared absently at his cup of coffee. "We have four, but we want six. I was hoping a couple of the crew would consider."
"Of course," Steve answered quickly. The remainder of the crew nodded in silent agreement.
"Who are the four?" Rosa had already guessed Jimmy and Tommy would be included.
"Jimmy and I," Tommy began, "Adam said he wanted to be one, and then there is Russell Coulson."
"Russell Coulson!" the surprised crew chorused in unison.
"Russell Coulson?" Rosa repeated, frowning at Tommy. "The Russell Coulson?"
Again, Tommy just nodded.
"Why would he be a pall bearer?" Rosa asked, unable to imagine such a thing. She knew Ryan was acquainted with the man; he was an infrequent customer of the Lucky Lady. Yet, he was also one of the richest men in the state. His older brother was a United States Senator, and his father was heavily involved in state politics. Some people said the father was considered a dangerous enemy. Although Ryan did not have enemies, Rosa could not imagine having a Coulson as a friend.
"Actually, Ryan, Russell, and I graduated from high school together. In those days, we were very good friends." He smiled at the memory.
"But that was over twenty years ago." Rosa shook her head in confusion. "Why would you ask him to be a pall bearer now?"
"I didn’t. Ryan did." This announcement brought every crewmember’s head up. By the questioning looks, they expected a further explanation.
"Back in high school, Russell, Ryan, and I were very tight. The three of us threw back more than our share of beers. One night, after a case of beer, we got down to some serious male bonding. It’s amazing how sentimental three drunk sixteen-year-old boys can be." Tommy paused a moment to take a sip of coffee.
"One of our classmates had drowned the week before, and we attended the funeral. Russell, Ryan, and I started talking about our own funerals. We promised that when it was our time, those of us who remained would be pallbearers. It was a very solemn promise."
Rosa thought it sounded very morbid.
"Do you think Russell Coulson even remembers?" Steve frowned.
"Oh, he remembered. He called me last night." Tommy finished the remainder of his coffee and set the cup on the table beside him.
"What happened to the friendship?" Rosa asked.
"We graduated. Ryan and I went off to a state college. Russell went to Harvard,” Tommy explained.
"You never kept the friendship going?" Rosa asked.
"Things happen. Our lives changed. Russell’s world was different from ours, and we had to grow up and move on. Russell was a Coulson. We were working class."
Taylor, Lucky Lady’s night bartender and bar manager, listened silently. He found Tommy Chamberlain’s description of himself as working class wryly amusing. Not only was Tommy a college graduate with a master’s degree, as was every member of the Chamberlain family, he owned a prestigious accounting firm that had been founded by his father.
It was common knowledge that every member of the Chamberlain family, with the exception of the younger sister, Kate, was practically a mathematical wizard. In Taylor’s estimation, the family was more white collar than blue collar. Yet, in all fairness, Tommy knew how to roll up his sleeves and dig into old-fashioned manual labor. He wasn’t too proud to lend a hand at the Lucky Lady, even if it meant bussing tables and washing dishes.
This was Taylor’s third year at the Lucky Lady, and his fourth year in Coulson. He’d been a bartender since he turned twenty-one, and that was twelve years ago. His stint at the Lucky Lady was his longest so far. He was a gypsy, a restless spirit always on the move. Yet, he was charmed with the Lucky Lady and her amazingly close-knit crew. He had never experienced such camaraderie and loyalty. For once in his life, he was not contemplating a move.
He knew the credit belonged to Ryan and Alex. They were fair, paid well, and were genuinely concerned for the crew and customers. He had been a bartender long enough to know every way in which to steal. In most restaurants, it was practically an accepted practice, but not at the Lucky Lady. In his past, he had done his share of skimming. Yet, since coming to the Lucky Lady, he simply did not have the heart to steal anymore. It just did not feel right to take money from people like Ryan and Alex, who would readily give you what they had if you needed it.
Although he liked Ryan, Alex was the reason Taylor decided to become an honest bartender. Taylor had spent most of his years in the fast lane. Women drifted in and out of his life, and he had purposely steered clear of the kind of girl a mother would want you to bring home.
Alex was one of those girls. She was honest and decent. He envied Ryan his wife, occasionally regretting the fact that he personally had become so jaded, that it was now too late to find someone like her. Taylor seriously doubted he would be content for long, even if the woman were Alex herself. Yet, it did not stop him from having occasional fantasies about his employer, hot fantasies that included laying Alex’s willing naked body across the pool table and plunging deep inside her.
It was his little secret. Now that Ryan was gone, Taylor felt guilty for coveting the dead man’s wife. Taylor had no intention, now or later, to fulfill his fantasy concerning Alex. He liked her too much.
Wind. Cold. Chicago.
Warm breezes. Sunshine. Coulson.
Garret Coulson wanted to go home. Actually, he’d been thinking about it for a long time. It had been ten years. Yet, she had asked only one thing of him, only one thing: not for diamonds, furs, or expensive clothing. Those things would have been easy. She asked him to leave Coulson. She pleaded. With tears in those wonderful hazel eyes that made him ache with need.
He was beginning to think that enough time had passed. It would be safe to return. Then Russell had called with the news. Garret would feel like an insensitive opportunist if he rushed back now. Alexandra might hate him for it.
Garret managed to put Alexandra from his daily thoughts over eight years ago. It was only when he made love to a woman that the memory of Alex washed over him. He refused to wonder if Alex thought about him when she was in Ryan’s arms. He simply refused to think of her with Ryan.
When originally contemplating relocating to Coulson, Garret never considered seeing her again. He would sooner die than step into the Lucky Lady. Yet now, since his brother’s phone call, all that had changed.
Garret was sorry Ryan was dead. Sorry Adam had lost his father. Sorry Jimmy had lost his brother. Sorry Alex had lost her beloved husband.
Garret called his personal assistant into his office and announced that he would be returning to Coulson in six months. If she wished to transfer to Coulson, the company would pay all of her expenses. If she wished to stay in Chicago, he would reassign her to another office. She was to understand that Garret’s move was confidential, and would not be announced for at least five months.
Garret Coulson was going home… home to claim what could have been his.
• • • •
Alexandra now understood why spouses of the deceased rarely cried at the funeral. She had often wondered how family members could sit stoically through a funeral service while she sobbed uncontrollably. Even if she barely knew the deceased, the tears flowed.
Throughout the church service, during the procession, and now at the gravesite, not a single tear was in sight. Alexandra could not cry if she tried. She had cried her tears, buckets of them. There was nothing left to cry. She felt empty, bewildered, and incredibly lost without Ryan.
Alexandra chose not to wear black. Instead, she wore a feminine blue cotton sundress that Ryan had given her. Its full skirt fluttered in the spring breeze. She stood quietly with her family members and watched the pallbearers carry Ryan’s casket to its final resting place.
They were six solemn men, performing their last favor for her husband. She watched her older brother, Tommy. He had been a rock. She thanked God daily for giving her such a wonderful brother.
There was Jimmy. Sweet Jimmy, who held her tightly and sobbed inconsolably when he learned of his brother’s fate. Today there were no tears from Jimmy. He too had cried himself dry.
There was Adam, her baby, her fatherless son, the image of Ryan as a teenager. He had cried quietly in disbelief. Even now, he did not fully comprehend the finality of his father’s death. His hazel eyes held the promise of unshed tears.
There was Steve. He and Rosa had made all the phone calls to family and friends. They kept the business running. Alexandra felt blessed to have employees that she could call her friends.
There was Taylor, handsome and devil-may-care. Taylor—when you needed him, he would not let you down.
Finally, there was Russell Coulson. Russell. Sometimes she forgot how close he had been to Ryan and her brother so many years ago. She had not really known him back then. She had not really known Ryan until he was out of high school.
Years later, she and Russell forged a secret bond. Alexandra imagined Russell had already told Garret of Ryan’s death. She was thankful for the years she shared with her husband. Thankful that Garret had enabled her to have them
Alexandra Maria Chamberlain
The truth was Alexandra Maria Chamberlain enjoyed kissing boys. She kissed her first boy in the eighth grade, when Billy Johnson pulled her behind the science lab during lunch hour. It was a puckery, no-tongue kind of a kiss. Nothing spectacular, yet Alex was willing to give it another try.
In high school, Alexandra had no aversion to petting. But she had plans for her future, college, and a career. And while necking was a pleasurable past time, she had no intent to hit a home run with any high school boy. Such a foolish action would undoubtedly ruin her life. If Alex was anything, she was practical and realistic.
In her junior year, she began dating a handsome senior named Mickey Davidson. They frequently found themselves parked in dark, lonely cul-de-sacs, sprawled out in the back seat of Mickey’s Chevy. They were at one such cul-de-sac on a spring evening. It was warm and stars filled the moonless sky.
Mickey's tongue had been thoroughly exploring Alex’s mouth, gently fencing with her eager tongue. He laid his body full across Alex’s, gently shifting his weight in an effort to avoid crushing his girlfriend. His busy hand had already found its way under Alex’s blouse, and had unfastened her bra strap. Gently fondling her warm, round breasts was enough to drive any hot seventeen-year-old boy over the edge.
Eagerly, his hand left her breast and tentatively tucked his fingertips between her flat stomach and her jeans. She did not attempt to push his hand away. He continued to kiss Alex wildly, in an attempt to preoccupy her while exploring uncharted territories. She had never let him in her pants before.
His fingers deftly unbuttoned her jeans and slipped open the zipper. Mickey slid his hand into the warmth of her tightly fitting pants, pushing aside the silky pair of panties and gently loosening the denims by pushing them downward, partially over her hips. His hand found the moist, dark curls beneath the panties and began prodding and exploring. Alex wiggled wildly; Mickey was about to explode. He continued to kiss Alex, terrified that if he stopped, she would halt his exploration.
Confident Alex was willing to continue, Mickey boldly plunged two of his fingers deep inside his girlfriend. She bucked wildly against his fingers, and moments later, experienced her first orgasm. Mickey could feel himself exploding in the confines of his own jeans.
Alex enjoyed this new experience, yet she never allowed Mickey to remove her pants completely. She also made it very clear that if this were to continue, he would have to keep his own pants zipped up.
Mickey was certain he would eventually guide Alex to the next level, but she broke up with him before he ever had a chance. Prideful, Mickey refused to allow Alex to see his hurt when she called off their relationship. Instead, he angrily and arrogantly warned her not to let another boy put his fingers into her, or they might think she was a slut.
Alex was not hurt. She did not feel shame or guilt. But she was definitely angry. Mickey’s unwelcomed warning served to soothe her concerns over breaking his heart. He was an ass, she decided.
The next boy she allowed into her pants was Ryan. Although she had dated other boys and kissed quite a few since her break up with Mickey, she could not imagine going to third base with a casual date.
Ryan had been her brother’s friend, and she simply had not paid much attention to him until she started high school. He was older, handsome, and incredibly funny. However, she was the kid sister of his best friend, so Alex never considered Ryan to be date material.
It was during Alex’s senior year that Ryan came to the rescue. Her date to the prom, which happened to be Ryan’s younger brother, had broken his leg. Like a gallant knight, Ryan, a college sophomore, dressed in Jimmy’s tuxedo, escorted his best friend’s little sister to the high school dance.
The instant he saw her standing in the Chamberlain’s living room, Ryan realized Tommy’s sister had grown up. The soft blue, velour fabric of her formal fell satiny over her curves, and his hands trembled as he pinned on her corsage, extremely aware of her low-cut dress, which revealed an abundance of cleavage.
When he returned to Coulson during another weekend’s visit away from college, Ryan asked Alex out for another date. Amazingly, he maneuvered her into the back seat of his Mustang convertible, the top down, revealing a full moon.
Ryan felt no hesitancy or guilt for parking along the lonely country road with his best friend’s sister. What he was doing was natural, and guilt was an emotion reserved for fools who were ashamed of their bodies. Plus, there was no reason for” his good buddy to know. He sure as hell was not going to tell him.
It was only their second date, and already Ryan’s hand had moved below Alex’s blouse and unfastened her bra. One of her full breasts filled his hand; his thumb gently rubbed the already erect nipple. Even Ryan was a bit surprised things were moving so fast.
Without so much as pushing aside his hand, Alex stopped kissing Ryan and pulled her head back to enable her to have a full look of his face. He looked into her bright hazel eyes, noting how the moonlight fully illuminated her features. He continued to hold her breast; the awareness of its weight filling his hand was thunderous. The two young people sat in deafening silence, each excruciatingly conscious of what Ryan held. He refused to relinquish his prize.
After the brief silence, Alex spoke. "Ryan," she began softly, "I don’t play games. I’m not a tease. But when I finally do say no, I will mean no."
Ryan smiled at her candor and resumed kissing her thoroughly, eagerly discovering just when she would say no. To his sheer delight, her no did not come as soon as he had expected. When it did come, the boundaries were set. Boundaries he respected.
Alexandra adored Ryan’s honesty. He was no silly high school boy who wanted to play kiss and tickle while at the same time demanding a share of guilt for the pleasure.
The following autumn, Ryan visited Alex and her roommate in the college dorm. They smuggled Ryan and her roommate’s boyfriend, along with a six-pack of beer, into their dorm room. While sipping the contraband, their conversation turned to sex.
Someone mentioned oral sex, and both girls grimaced. Alex, for all of her enjoyment of kissing and petting, could not imagine such a thing. It was just so… Alex shuddered at the thought. Both young men roared with delight, assuring the girls that someday they would change their minds. Alex insisted they were wrong and silently wondered if either of them had done such a thing. She glanced up into Ryan’s eyes and caught a glimpse of a mischievous twinkle. She blushed furiously and became very embarrassed. The following year, Alex discovered the truth in Ryan’s prediction. There definitely was merit in oral sex.
By the next year, Alex and Ryan were discussing the possibility of fully making love. Being practical, Alex visited the gynecologist, got a prescription for birth control pills and made the commitment. Although the first time was anxious, premeditated, and scarcely romantic, once the deed was done, they perfected the act.
A week after Alexandra graduated from college, she married Ryan Keller. They were happy.
Two years later their son was born. They were ecstatic.
When their son, Adam, was a year old, they opened the Lucky Lady Restaurant and Saloon. Life was good.
After nine years of a happy, rich marriage, Alexandra met Garret Coulson. She had not seen him since she was a frightened child.
During that year, Alexandra learned the dearest lesson of her life.
Exactly one week after Ryan’s funeral, Alexandra returned to work. She wasn’t driven there by dedication to the business. Nor was it a gallant show of gumption, an example that she was getting on with life.
She returned because being home alone had become utterly unbearable.
Her son, Adam, was solemn and withdrawn. Since entering puberty, he had changed from an affectionate, doting son into a surly, know-it-all teenage boy. The one-time mama’s boy transferred all of his attention to his father. He and Ryan talked cars, sports, and whatever other sweaty stuff men and boys discuss. They also argued: angry shouting matches that sent Ryan slamming doors.
Occasionally, Alex managed to rope Adam into a meaningful conversation. Adam called them lectures. One such talk occurred a few weeks before Ryan’s death. It involved Alex’s discovery of a six-pack of beer stashed in her son’s closet.
He used his favorite excuse. But, Mom, I was raised in a bar. Alex told him that was a twisted view of reality and reminded Adam it was illegal.
She went on to highlight the dangers of drinking. But we always have a designated driver. Making poor judgments when under the influence. But I can handle myself. Right. Increased chances of unprotected sex. But I decided not to have sex while I’m in high school. Sweet thought, good intentions. Not buying it. You could get carried away. I can handle it. I’d never get carried away. Like maybe, I’d believe that if I hadn’t been your age once.
Alexandra was grateful for Adam’s uncle, Jimmy. Grateful there was someone familiar, loving, and solid to become a father figure to her son. It was obvious Jimmy needed Adam as much as the teenager needed him.
Since Adam had not been very talkative to his mother, even before his father’s death, she honestly could not say if he was less communicative than usual. There was one noticeable change. Adam became affectionate again. He began kissing his mother goodnight, patting her shoulder affectionately, and occasionally hugging her for no apparent reason.
In spite of Adam’s sudden show of affection, he was rarely home. He had been rarely home before his father’s death. Their house became incredibly quiet, and the silence was deafening. Alex had no patience for television. She could not get interested in books. And so, she returned to work.
One week later, she wanted to go home again. If one more customer, some well-meaning individual who had not seen her since before the accident, came up and hugged her, offering sincere condolences, she was certain she would scream like a deranged madwoman.
By the following week, there were no more condolences. She suspected Steve had managed to intercede, warning away the well-meaning sympathizers.
Almost three weeks after Ryan’s funeral, Alexandra discovered something. She could cry again. Every night, as she climbed into her lonely bed, the tears came. As she clutched her feather pillow, quiet tears fell non-stop. Her biggest regret was not being able to say goodbye. She wanted to tell him how much he meant to her. What a wonderful father, husband, and friend he had been.
She began losing weight, and by the sixth week, she realized that her life had stopped. Then she saw Ryan.
Alexandra sat in her darkened living room. She had left the restaurant much earlier than normal. Adam was on a date, and she did not expect him back for at least two hours. She wore an oversized flannel nightgown, one that Ryan detested. The only illumination in the room came from the light of the aquarium.
She curled up on the couch and dozed. It was not really sleep, more of a quick series of naps, when she would jerk wide-awake and then settle down for another brief doze.
After an hour of this fitful rest, she resigned herself to wakefulness. Aware and certainly not asleep, Alex closed her eyes briefly and then opened them. There before her was Ryan, not two feet away, full-sized and wearing his favorite blue plaid shirt and the most beautiful, peaceful, comforting smile. His vision had the appearance of back lighting; his outline was almost glowing.
He looked intently at Alexandra and gave her the same encouraging smile he had given her countless times when she had needed his support.
Her eyes opened wide in disbelief, and as abruptly as he appeared, he was gone.
She wasn’t afraid. Warmth and love engulfed her as she nestled back into the couch cushions. Ryan had said goodbye. He knew. It was all right to move forward.
She would get by.
The following week, while at work, Alex abruptly realized that the world no longer revolved around Ryan’s passing. It was as if she was the only one to realize the profound impact of his missing presence. People continued to speak fondly of him when he was mentioned, or they would ask how Adam was doing. Yet, the truth was, life was going on without him. She really did not think that was fair. But she accepted it.
July arrived. It was hot—sweltering—but business was good. During the hottest evening of the year, Alex’s air conditioner sputtered, whined, and abruptly stopped working. Since it was too late to call in a repairperson, she opened all the windows and searched the garage for an electric fan.
Sleeping alone, atop the satin comforter, the noisy fan sent a stream of air blowing non-stop over her nude body. Alex was lulled to sleep by the sound of the fan’s not too subtle motor.
And then she had the dream.
Garret came to her. He gathered her into the protection of his arms. She went eagerly, anxious. She would surely die if she lost the touch of him. It was as if she were coming home. Together they made love with frenzied abandon. Just moments before her fulfillment, she awoke.
Alex sat up abruptly, alone in the dark, sweltering room. The persistent hum of the fan was the only sound. She was breathing heavily, and her body was drenched in perspiration.
Dazed, grasping for some semblance of normalcy, Alex calmed herself, and then laid back onto the damp comforter. She closed her eyes, and for the first time, she felt it.
Guilt.
She had never felt guilt for what had happened ten years ago. She believed what Grandma Sarah had told her on countless occasions; things happen for a reason. Even our mistakes teach us lessons.
Yet, she had never thought of it as a mistake. It was the inevitable; an episode in her life that taught her more about herself than any other single experience. Guilt had no place. Alex had not allowed herself to think about Garret since he went away, since she begged him to leave. It had not been easy at first. Alex had so successfully trained her mind to keep memories of Garret at bay, even after Ryan’s death. Now the only time she thought about him was when she saw his brother, Russell. Yet she never asked Russell about Garret.
Instantly she understood her guilt. She still had feelings for Garret Coulson.
Summer was winding down. The dining room had been closed for nearly forty minutes when Alexandra joined a few of her employees at the bar. It had been a fairly brisk evening, yet died out quickly. Since summer began, Adam worked as a busboy. Hoping to say goodbye to her son before he left on a late date, Alex decided to stick around.
"What can I get ya’, Alex?" Taylor smiled as he laid a fresh cocktail napkin on the oak bar top before his employer.
"Margarita," she answered, and then glanced at the other occupants sitting at the bar.
Rosa sat to Alex’s right. Feisty aptly described the waitress, as the woman was never afraid to say what was on her mind. The Latino woman stood several inches over five feet, a petite thing, yet carried herself as if she could flatten you if necessary. She was a divorced woman in her mid-thirties with a small daughter. Although she was not a June Cleaver type of mom, she loved her kid. She also loved men.
There was an empty bar stool next to Rosa. Steve sat next to it. He was a burly, sandy-haired man. He reminded Alex of a beach bum. Not only was he the best waiter ever to work at the Lucky Lady, he was also the most laid back. Nothing rattled him. He also loved men.
Then there was Taylor. The only one of the three that Alex could honestly say did not love men. He was tall, lean, and solid with incredible deep blue eyes. He was slick, oozed sex appeal, and was a little dangerous. However, he did not scare Alex. She loved watching him in action—and teasing him about it.
Taylor sat the frosty, frozen margarita before Alex.
"I thought that little blonde was going to carry you off," Alex teased Taylor. He shrugged and smiled crookedly, then began washing dirty glasses in the bar sink. Just an hour earlier, the mentioned blonde-haired woman had made it obvious to everyone that she wanted to take the handsome bartender home with her.
"God, that broad was in heat!" Rosa laughed; her brown eyes twinkled in merriment.
Taylor chuckled; he wasn’t offended at the comment.
"I do believe she was willing to have your children," Alex offered; Steve agreed.
"Well, if that had been her intention, she’d be sorely disappointed." Taylor placed the clean, wet glasses on a small shelf behind the bar.
"You never know, Taylor," Alex teased. "Someday one of your ladies just might get you to marry and settle down."
Taylor laughed at Alex’s suggestion, then said, "That’s exactly why I had a vasectomy!"
"You what?" Alex laughed in disbelief. "You haven’t even been married."
"Why in the world would I want kids anymore as a single person than I would being married?" Taylor stood directly in front of Alex; only the bar top separated them. Taylor placed his hands on the bar and leaned forward. He smiled mischievously into Alex’s face.
"Hadn’t ever thought of it that way." Alex pondered for a moment, and then asked abruptly, "Did you really have a vasectomy?"
"Yes, he did," Rosa answered with a disgusted nod. "Stupid thing to do. Someday you might actually want a family. It was stupid."
Taylor only shrugged absently, then Steve came to his defense. "I think it was sensible of Taylor. Hell, he’s almost forty. If he hasn’t decided to start a family by this time, he sure as hell isn’t going to in the future. Think of all the unwanted pregnancies he’s prevented."
"I’m in my early thirties!" Taylor growled, much more offended at Steve’s exaggeration of his age than the inference to his moral conduct. At that moment, Adam walked into the bar.
Adam had grown several inches taller than his father, nearly reaching six feet. He was lankier than Ryan had been, yet the face was unmistakably the father’s. He had reddish-brown hair, a brief spattering of freckles, an impish give-‘em-hell grin, and friendly eyes. He was a good-looking boy, though not gorgeous, as was Taylor.
He wore an oversized T-shirt and ill-fitting baggy jeans. Alex hated the style, but reminded herself of the hideous clothes she’d worn as a teenager. She took a special disliking to his haircut. The bottom half of the back of his head was shaved closely, while the top part was a mop of reddish curls. Again, she reserved comment, yet was grateful that he normally wore a baseball cap.
He was just placing his black baseball cap on his head and adjusting it as he walked to his mother’s side. Adam placed a kiss on her cheek. Both Rosa and Steve raised a curious brow at the gesture and exchanged quiet, knowing glances.
"See you, Mom." Adam smiled.
"Where’re you off to?" Alex looked up into her son’s face, astonished he was the same little sprite who had once crawled up onto her lap for hugs. Next year, he would be a senior. Where had the time gone?
"I’ve a date with Kimmy."
"Again?" This time Alex raised her brows. "Is this serious?" Adam never dated a girl for more than two weeks.
Adam scowled, rolling his eyes in aggravation, incredibly annoyed at her comment. "Whatever," he scoffed impatiently and walked off without so much as looking back or saying goodbye.
"He has no sense of humor," Alex observed wryly after Adam left the building.
"You sure know how to piss him off." Steve chuckled.
"It’s a mother’s duty," Alex assured him.
"So, who’s this Kimmy?" Rosa asked.
"Cute thing. Kind of innocent and sweet looking," Alex answered. "I think she’s crazy about Adam."
"Hope he’s using condoms," Taylor voiced.
"Shut up, Taylor," Alex responded, not truly annoyed. Her son’s sex life was the last thing she wanted to consider at this time.
"Taylor’s right. Maybe we should talk to him," Steve offered.
"God, you guys!" Alex protested.
"So how long have they been dating?" Rosa sipped her drink and looked up at Alex. Boy, Alex is more naïve than I thought if she thinks that good-looking, obviously healthy son of hers is still a virgin.
"Gee, about a month or so," Alex answered. Did he start dating her right after Ryan’s death? She couldn’t recall.
"Hey, Taylor, was that Russell Coulson I saw in the bar tonight?" Steve abruptly changed the subject.
"Sure was," Taylor said with a smirk, giving both Rosa and Steve a telling glance.
"He sure has been coming in here a lot lately." This time it was Rosa’s turn to smirk.
Alex looked at her three employees. They were obviously sharing some secret.
"Give, you guys. Out with it," Alex prodded.
"Shit, Alex, are you so dense?" Rosa laughed.
"I guess so." Alex shook her head in annoyance. She was clueless.
"Alex," Steve patiently explained while Taylor grinned, looking at Alex as if she was just a bit daft, "in the past month, Russell Coulson has become a regular customer."
"I don’t think he used to come in here more than twice a month," Rosa interrupted, "and it was always business lunches and dinners."
"He’s been here at least three times this week," Steve continued, "always alone."
"Your point?" Alex was expressionless.
"He’s hot for you, baby." Taylor grinned wickedly.
Both Steve and Rosa roared in laughter.
"I was thinking of taking the fire hose to him," Steve added.
Rosa nodded in agreement, almost choking on her drink.
Now it was Alexandra’s turn to laugh. "Trust me, children," she said with mock seriousness, "Russell Coulson has no designs on me."
"And if he does, go for it," Rosa suggested. "He’s only the richest man in town, good looking, and he’s obviously interested in you."
"Whatever Russell’s motives are for coming to the Lucky Lady, it isn’t to seduce me." With that assertion, Alex decided to call it a night. Yet, she quietly wondered, Just what was his motive?
After Alex had been gone for thirty minutes, the topic of Russell Coulson was once again discussed at the bar.
"He always asks how Alex is doing when he comes in," Taylor told Rosa and Steve as he leaned against the bar top.
"Did you notice how Russell greeted Alex at the funeral?" Rosa asked. "It was as if they were long lost friends. I had no idea they were that close."
"I never realized how many people Alex knew until Ryan’s funeral." Steve actually meant rich people, powerful people, people of social standing. Although the Lucky Lady Restaurant and Saloon was considered the best dinner house in town and enjoyed the patronage of everyone on the A-list, Ryan and Alex never socialized with those in power. Steve simply assumed that Alex was insecure, unaware of the restaurant’s superb reputation. He felt the prestigious restaurateur was overlooking a prime opportunity to climb the social ladder. At the funeral service, he was surprised by the fact that Alex was not only acquainted with those on the A-list but knew them personally.
"If Russell was once such a good friend of Ryan’s, what do you think really happened to the relationship?" Rosa pondered the possibilities.
"By the looks of Russell’s sudden interest in Alex, I wouldn’t be surprised if he once came onto her," Taylor offered, confident he had hit the mark.
"I don’t know. She was pretty adamant about Russell not being interested." Steve felt Alex’s assertion was based on more that her naïveté.
"Russell’s divorced, isn’t he?" Rosa asked thoughtfully.
"I think he got divorced about a year or so ago. Not sure," Steve answered.
"Well, guys," Rosa said smugly, "our Alex could do worse."
Alexandra stood on her front porch. She wore a dark blue cotton sundress. It fell loosely on her five-foot-eight frame, as she had lost considerable weight in the last few months. Her brown, shoulder-length hair fell straight and thick, parted to one side.
She slipped the gold-colored key into the doorknob. Alex was surprised to find it already unlocked. Wearing a frown, she grasped the knob, wiggled it hesitantly, and opened the front door.
It was a late summer afternoon. Alex was usually at work during this time, but a migraine headache had sent her home. Carrying her leather purse in one hand and clutching her key ring in the other, she reluctantly entered the house. She could hear low voices in the kitchen.
Moving toward the voices, she came face to face with Adam, who was embracing his girlfriend, Kimmy. Obviously startled by his mother’s appearance, Adam immediately released his hold. The young girl blushed and looked to the floor.
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