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 Claire Parnell, plain, repressed, and
broke, falls desperately in love with Sam Murray, the sought-after
new guy in town, and must overcome her scheming mother, a badly
decorated red room, the enticements of the flesh (albeit scrawny),
and Sam's unsavory past, to claim the same hard-fought happiness as
her favorite literary heroine...Jane Eyre.
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For Charlotte

 


 


 


 


Let love and faithfulness

never leave
you.

 


Proverbs 3:3


 


One

 


I ran the risk of getting

into some scrape

 


 


I, the mysterious Mistress
Claire, clutch the collar of my aubergine cloak more tightly
against my ivory throat while my silken, vermillion tresses
undulate on the fog-laden breeze that slips across the bracken
moors as my tortured heart and vaunted emotions wrestle with the
complexities of the choice that lies before me.

Should I go to the party with Shelly or
not?

If I go, Mother will be in high alt and start
planning a wedding, but I may be demoralized at the spectacle that
probably awaits me—namely Shelly hooking up with some slavering
satyr while I continue to cling to an outmoded virtue no one really
wants anyway.

But if I don’t go, I’ll sit home, heaping
recriminations upon my lowly head and forcing myself to gaze down
the long, bitter path of my spinsterhood, waiting until the grim
reaper is nigh—while my mother makes my life miserable in the
meantime.

The brisk wind suddenly shifts and emits an
eldritch wail, the feeble sun disappears behind racing black
clouds, the violins weep…and still I know not what to do. Sinking
down—sacrificing the delicacy of the fabric of my cloak, of the
frailty of my knees—I cry out to Providence for direction.

Wouldst Thou bringest me a
gentleman of means (employed), fair to look upon (okay, maybe just
passable), and help me to avoid the path of temptation to find him?
In fact, if You wouldst place him upon a noble white steed and have
him appear over yonder hill, that would workest for
me.

My cell phone rings. Blowing out an annoyed
breath, I fumble for the phone and answer it to hear my mother
shrilly say, “Claire Parnell, Shelly called and said you haven’t
returned her calls. There’s apparently some event she wants you to
attend tonight? An event with eligible males?”

Ambushed!
I have avoided Shelly’s calls for a reason, but
leave it to my mother to horn in on the issue.

“Alright, I’ll call
her back.” Later. I disconnect and shove the Evil Instrument of Technology
into my pocket and sigh as my ludicrous, yet somehow poignant
fantasy fades before the glare of reality—namely Langston,
Washington where I live with my mother in genteel
poverty.

The real issue at hand is the fact that I am
a wimp. In olden times, that may have been an attractive feature of
a lady. These days, spinelessness is only helpful if one is a
congressman. But how to change? How to be brave, to put off the
mantle of wimpiness and take charge of my future? I shouldn’t let
my mother bully me into anything. I Am Woman! I am brave and
resourceful!

My momentary exultation
fades. I am not.
That’s the problem.

The facts always intrude in my little
imaginings; namely that I’m stuck in a dead-end florist job, am
several night classes away from my degree, am unwilling to part
with my unassaulted scruples, and am still living with
mother…hell—o! Reality bites, and then some. I exhale and look
around. Instead of a gloomy castle rising from an eerie fog in all
its macabre glory, anemic sunlight shines on the quirky little
shops peeping through the dappled abundance of trees of Langston
Park where I’m walking.

Okay, God, You know I’m just
being silly, but I really need Your wisdom. Surely I don’t have to
plumb the depths of dissipation to find a decent male in this town.
Shelly says she knows a few doctors will be there, but who says
they’re not dissipated? Could You help me? I know Mother is trying
her hardest—and she also has doctor on the brain—but that’s her
plan, not mine—and between You and me, I could do without
it.

I sigh again, thinking of my ambitious
mother.

Go easy on her. She means well. She only
wants the best.

Ha. That’s just a cover. I think she has a
Dark Plan to make you lock yourself in your room and slowly lose
your mind.

Um, too
late.

I roll my gaze upwards.
Oops. Sorry about that, God. Got a little
distracted there. But surely You agree that her encouraging me to
‘missionary date’ at wild parties potentially populated by big city
medical professionals because I’m ‘that desperate’ is not the best
option. So I’m going around her, straight to the top. Would You
somehow intervene in my narrow little life and help me meet someone
so I don’t wonder if the entire male population of planet earth is
allergic to me? Or at least help me resign myself to a life of
tranquil celibacy.

At any rate, help me not be such a weanie.
Help me grab a guy by the—

“Hey, lady! Watch out!”

Startled from my plea, I
jump. What lady? Has someone else been unduly influenced by my mother? Is there
no escape?

I peer around the huge bouquet of delphinium,
lilies, snapdragons, and mini gerbera daisies I’m carrying—a
delivery for the coffee shop at the end of the pathway. The
greenery of the bouquet tickles my nose, making my nostrils quiver.
Just before I sneeze, I catch sight of something shooting by on the
sidewalk. A skateboard?

Uh oh.

I grip the heavy vase of flowers like grim
death, terrified of dropping the expensive arrangement. Something
slams into my ankles. My feet go one way, my body goes the other. I
pitch forward with a shriek. The vase flies outward as I stretch
out my hands to brace a fall that I know is gonna be bad. I hear
glass shatter. Soft flower petals fly into my face. I crash to the
rough cement sidewalk, gasping in pain. My head smacks something
hard.

Ow.

 


****

 


A flashing red light bounces
inside my brain like an evil counterpoint to the throbbing aches
wracking my body. Am I dead? What’s with the red light, then?
Shouldn’t there be a warm, glowy circle of light beckoning me? Why
red? Whyee?

I try to open my eyes. Voices rise and fall
around me. Jostling brings more hurting. Hurting means my nerve
endings are still working. Okay, I’m probably not dead. So where am
I? I hear the sound of vehicle doors opening and am bounced around
on a narrow cot of some sort. A gurney? Maybe the red lights are
from an ambulance? Why am I near an ambulance?

A memory of the skateboard and flowers
flashes in my mind before a fresh wave of pain obliterates it. I
feel myself rolling at a fairly good clip on the gurney as I’m
finally able to ease my lids apart. Hygiene green walls…blurry
images in white robes and yellow pajamas.

The hospital! Oh beacon of pharmaceutical
relief!

I take a breath and part my lips. The sound
of a condemned man being stretched on the rack in a dank dungeon
resounds through the corridor. I distinctly remember that sound
from a show about torture chambers on the History Channel—and can
only wonder how it comes from my own mouth.

I hear a voice nearby. “Whoa, sounds like
somebody’s dyin’ in there.”

Another voice: “Shh! It’s probably a woman in
labor.”

After a few more strangled groans, I form an
all-important word and put everything I have left behind it.
“Drugs!”

White lights flicker overhead. Nurses in
yellow scrubs bustle about, but nobody seems to have heard me.

Try again.

“Please!” I rasp. “The pain! Something
for the pain!”

I hear the magic word ‘Demerol’ and offer a
muzzy smile in the general direction of the speaker. Then a sharp
prick in my hand.

Oh why must it always be
pain before pleasure?

“Don’t worry,” a woman says, “you need
some stitches and we’ll take some x-rays, but I’m sure you’ll be
fine.”

“I don’t feel fine,” I
croak.

“The paramedic who brought you in said
a witness saw you trip and whack your head on that huge old
chestnut tree by the park. You know, the one that got struck by
lightening last winter and just about split in two?”

The flowers! I’m so dead! “Mr. Broccoli is
gonna kill me.”

“Who?”

“Um, I mean Mr. Barcolli—my
boss.”

The nursing staff continues to prod me and
ask questions, but I don’t care anymore—about my mother’s
ambitions, about the party, about my now-wobbly status as an
employee. Glory be, the medication has taken effect. Floating on a
happy cloud of numbness, I allow my eyes to drift shut in ecstatic
bliss.

The bustle around me becomes muted and far
off. Hmm, that’s strange. My breathing seems slow and unnaturally
loud. I suddenly feel dizzy. I open my eyes. The world spins away.
I try to grip the bars alongside the bed, but my hands feel
disconnected from my body. A floating sensation permeates my
being.

Am I dying now? What did
they give me? Maybe Demerol is a code word for cyanide. Maybe this
is a hospital in a Robin Cook novel! At least when they illegally
harvest my organs to sell to the highest bidder they’ll be
impressed at how healthy they are—seeing as how I’ve avoided
dissipation and all.

Then I gasp. Maybe I’m having one of those
out of body experiences! Worse and worse! I try to focus on the
people in the room. They proceed calmly about their duties as if it
were already too late.

But I’m only twenty-four.
Too young to die!

My heart roars in my ears. I wait for my life
to flash before my eyes—and wonder why I’m vaguely disappointed
when it doesn’t. I bite back a sob. Not that my flashback would
show much anyway. Born and raised in a weird little town. Good kid.
Good grades. Church on Sundays. Hardly any boyfriends, which makes
Mother fret and hatch ridiculous schemes. According to her,
desperate though I am, I should not repeat her history and eke out
a living—which to her means I must marry a doctor.

I grimace as I fail to see
how long hours away from home and initial staggering debt is
somehow a plus in a man. If that’s the criteria, why not just go
for an addicted gambler? Besides, Langston is a Podunk town—almost
everyone is older because they never escaped when they had the
chance, and the young ones are either still minors, or nubile young
people who merely pass through on their way to something
better. No surprise I haven’t met any
doctors, or any men in general that are made of strong enough stuff
to deal with you, dear Mother.

My eyes flood with tears. It’s just not fair!
What does she expect? A small town isn’t exactly crawling with men,
especially M.D.s!

Unless one ends up in a
hospital.

The realization hits me as supremely humorous
and I stifle a wild impulse to giggle. Just doing my duty, Mother!
Gonna snag me one by tripping on a stray skateboard!

I strain my eyes against the bright lights of
the room, looking for one of the white-garbed creatures. He has to
be youngish. Just because Mother has a thing for distinguished
silvery hair doesn’t mean I have to marry Marcus Welby M.D.

My amusement fades when I remember I’m dying.
Eclipsing the light, several shadowy figures hover overhead,
heightening an eerie detachment. I’m too late! I’ve failed my
mother. Not only will she have to grieve the loss of her daughter,
but her ‘spinster’ daughter, at that. The shame she will endure!
There will be no comfort of a son-in-law to ease her sorrow. A
pathetic little sob escapes me.

A male voice, husky with a slight drawl,
sounds suddenly close. “Don’t you worry, Miss. Everything’s going
to be just fine.”

The doctor!

I blink away my tears and crane my neck,
looking for the man who matches the dreamy voice. I’m rewarded with
a Vision Of Youthful Manliness, gently backlit by a fluorescent
aura. He has dark, heavily lashed eyes, sable brown hair, and an
adorable dimple next to the sweetest smile I’ve ever seen. Marcus
Welby eat your heart out!

I frown. Alas, I’m not long for this world!
How cruel! How unjust! To be so close, but soon so far away! The
man smiles at me again and I catch what’s left of my breath. Of
course the Hereafter will be preferable to anything this world can
offer, but it strikes me as rather unfair that an opportunity to
snag a doctor—a gorgeous doctor—would come right at the moment of
my Tragic Passing.

This is my last chance at romance. If only I
could obtain one teensy kiss! And it would prove to Mother that I
at least tried to get a wealthy man. If I don’t take what is
standing right in front of me, she’ll never forgive me.

In this life or the next.

“You were right,” I whisper. “It was a
doctor after all.”

The man leans over. “What’s that, Miss?”

“Doctor.” I reach out my hand, clutch
at the front of his scrub shirt, and pull hard. I see his eyes
widen as he stumbles against the gurney. With the remaining
vestiges of my earthly strength, I haul his head down and kiss him
full on the mouth. Feeling the warmth of his lips against mine make
me regret I won’t be around much longer to enjoy an
encore.

The man jerks himself backwards—and out of my
arms. I am immediately bereft.

“Ma’am,” he says plaintively, “I’m not
the doctor. I’m a nurse.”

I open my mouth to protest, but everything
begins to darken…darker than a bracken moor on the night of a new
moon.


 


Two

 


For liberty I gasped

 


 


“Did you see any doctors?” hisses my
mother, Mavis Parnell, her myopic eyes darting this way and that as
an orderly pushes me in a wheelchair to the curb.

“Of course I saw doctors,” I snap. “I
was in a hospital!” After I realize I wasn’t dying, I want very
much to escape to the Other Side when I remember what I’d done. I
close my eyes as another wave of humiliation washes over me—a smart
much worse than my injuries.

My hopes that forcefully kissing a strange
man was a mere hallucination evaporated when I caught sight of him
a few more times as I waited for my mom to pick me up. As he went
to and fro in his duties, he glanced at me once or twice, his eyes
wide with surprise and probably horror. At one point, I saw one of
the other nurses, a woman who attends my church, lean close to him
and whisper something in his ear. His brows had risen a notch,
making me wonder what on earth she said to him.

I swallow. Did I really kiss him? Is it
possible I did something so reckless? And yet one doesn’t forget an
experience like that. Everything about him was warm. Eyes, skin,
smile...lips.

I carefully hoist myself from the wheelchair
and into the passenger seat of my mother’s VW bus. In spite of my
emotional distress, I once again wonder why my mother can’t drive a
less conspicuous vehicle. The bright purple paint job surely makes
us stick out like a sore thumb.

Right now, all I want to do is hide.

“Did the doctor say when you’d need to
be seen again?” my mother asks, starting the engine and pulling
away from the curb. With her flyaway blonde hair, creative clothing
style, and near-sighted squint, she appears (how shall I say
this)…a tiny bit unstable.

I heave a gusty sigh. “He says I can get the
stitches taken out by our family doctor.”

“What?” she squawks. “Dr. Phillips is
too old!”

Ah! She does have some standards after all. I
bite the inside of my lip. “Um, he’s only in his forties, I think,
so I don’t see how he’s too old to take out my stitches.”

“Stoopid. He’s too old for
you.”

“Not to mention married with about six
kids,” I mumble.

“Why can’t that nice young E.R doctor
take out your stitches? He was a blond too. Think of the beautiful
children you’d have.”

The real doctor, I later
discovered, was indeed blond and rather good-looking, but I can’t
get the other man out of my head. “Can we please pick up that
prescription soon? The pain is coming back in my legs.”
And in my derriere, I add
silently, blaming my mother for my own untoward
behavior.

Mavis Parnell is what kind people call
eccentric. And though I love my mother dearly, sometimes I get
tired of her machinations to see me wed. Often her plans have the
opposite effect. She’s inadvertently run off just about every
available man in town. All eight of them.

I glance at my mom and quirk my lips.
Besides, Mother loves having me home. Who else would she harass and
domineer if I wasn’t around?

She pulls up in front of the drug store and
climbs out of the van. I sag against my seat as she disappears
inside the store. Closing my eyes again, I think what it’d be like
to be married to someone like that man I kissed. Imagine having all
those good looks to myself. Imagine what my mother would say if I
planned to marry a nurse, instead of a doctor. I snort at the
thought, then burst out laughing the longer I think about it—the
pain, exhaustion, and medication making it all so exquisitely
funny. I’m in tears by the time my mother clambers back into the
van.

She looks at me and frowns. “Claire Parnell,
I declare you’re getting more twitty with each passing year you
remain a spinster.”

I gasp and laugh even harder.

 


****

 


“You really need to update your reading
material, Claire.”

I watch my childhood friend
Shelly Carruthers idly pick up my dog-eared copy of Charlotte
Brönte’s Jane Eyre and eye it as if it were a particularly nasty
insect.

“Haven’t you already read this
before?”

I shrug against the bed pillows where I sit
with my sore legs outstretched and wish not for the first time that
nature might have been as generous to me as it has Shelly. “A few
times.”

Which is a vast
understatement and you know it, missie. But what would Shelly think
if she knew you had most of the book committed to memory after
reading it like fifteen times and watching every movie version of
it at least twice? This is what happens to
girls who don’t look like the Shellys of the world. We must find
love in books.

She drops the offensive book onto the
bedspread and raises brows—honey colored brows (only a shade darker
than her golden hair, which complements her mossy green eyes and
glowing complexion). “Seriously, you need to stop living in the
past.”

I raise my own brows, which I know are in
desperate need of a vigorous plucking. “I don’t live in the past—I
was just born in the wrong century.” Of course back then I could
have a uni-brow and no one would probably care—in fact since they
only bathed three or four times a year, eyebrows would be the least
of my worries.

“Yeah, well, there’s plenty about this
century that’s worthwhile. Females get to vote, for
one.”

I laugh. “I guess you’re right. Still, it’s
nice to imagine a time when things were more black and white.” A
time when I would fit in as the oddball I am instead of sticking
out in modern society like my mother’s purple bus.

“Black and white make gray, and gray is
gloomy,” Shelly says tartly. “And I can tell you that modern flesh
and blood heroes are much more appealing than the Rutherfords you
find between the pages of Gothic romance novels.”

“It’s Rochester. Jane falls in love
with Rochester.”

“Whatever.” Shelly
glances around the room and shakes her head, her hair shifting like
a fluttering curtain of silk. “You must be
dying to get out of this
place. My offer still stands if you want to move in with me. You
could have a real life.”

I lower my gaze, trying to ignore the
familiar uneasiness in the pit of my stomach whenever Shelly
mentions the apartment she and two other girls share. Rumors of
what goes on at her place have surfaced—rumors I hope are
overblown.

But I can’t deny the desire to move out. My
bedroom is horrendous—everything is red; flocked wallpaper, crimson
bed covers, cherry pillow shams, candy apple lampshades,
blood-colored carpet and scarlet picture frames. My neighbor had
decorated it as a gift for my sixteenth birthday and considered it
the height of Victorian decor. A Victorian bordello, maybe. It’s
just one more aspect of my life I feel powerless to change. “I’ll
think about it. Thanks.”

I can tell by her face that I’ve let her down
again. But what can I really say? Yes, I’m squeamish by nature,
I’ll admit, but I couldn’t ignore the fact that Shelly seems to be
living a lifestyle that I’d rather avoid.

“That’s what you always say.” Shelly
stands up and grabs her purse. “Well, gotta go. Sophie and I are
heading to Puget Sound tonight. You know, that big bash on the pier
I invited you to? Too bad you can’t make it now.”

I can only feel relief at having an out. I
give a wimp-inspired noncommittal smile. “Thanks for stopping
by.”

“Just doing my duty and visiting the
invalid.” Shelly smooths the front of her LBD—probably a designer
dress—her taste being financed by an indulgent mother. “You coming
to church tomorrow?”

“Yes. I’m starting back to work Monday,
too.”

She grins. “Too bad. You really should
concentrate on finding a rich husband so you don’t have to work
like a drudge.”

Is there an echo in here? Between my mother
and Shelly, I’m getting it in stereo. “Like you?” I tease, wanting
to keep the conversation light.

Shelly’s eyes hold a martial glint. “Like me.
This party should be crowded with many professional, eligible
males.” She flashes a smile, heading seemingly for bright
adventures while I wallow in an ironically red haze of chastity.
“See you later.”

“Bye.”

After she leaves, my smile fades. Shelly and
I once were so close. Somewhere along the line, our views on life
diverged. I’m torn between envy of my friend’s vibrant social life
and worry that she might be making poor choices.

I glance across the room and
see my reflection in the mirror over the low dresser. After
Shelly’s glowing prettiness, my own straight hair and tired eyes in
a pale face are doubly depressing. I pick up Jane Eyre and stare at the dust jacket
portrayal of the heroine. The solemn dark eyes of the illustrated
young woman stare back. We’re two of a kind, Jane. Plain,
repressed, and broke.

Placing the book on my nightstand and leaning
back against the pillows, I gaze at the ruby curtains fluttering in
the breeze. Shelly’s right. My room is horrendous. I really should
get this changed. Despite my protests that the lurid red décor
clashes with my pale-red hair, I’ve been unable to convince my
mother to redecorate. And after years of struggling to make ends
meet while raising me, she can’t afford it anyway. Neighbor Betty
Radcliffe did it as a ‘blessing’ and it would be seen as the height
of unthankfulness to change a bit of it. Not to mention I can’t
really afford it either. Drat.

The bedroom door opens and my mother walks in
with a teacup and plate of scones.

“Hot PG Tips tea with a bit of milk and
fake sugar, just the way you like it, dear. I made a cup for
Shelly, too, but she said she had to run.”

“Thanks, mom.” Despite my angst at the
scarlet ambiance mingled with my boring life, I feel quite
charitable toward my mother. She’s been exceedingly solicitous
during my convalescence over the last week, especially after
working eight-hour shifts as an assistant chef in a local
restaurant. Life has taken on an almost peaceful glow since the
accident, helped along perhaps by my small stock of Tylenol
3.

I ease upright and accept the tea and scones.
Not even the fact that my mother is wearing a pink tie-dyed caftan
with a matching headband makes me forget my intention to be
grateful.

“I haven’t thanked you for taking such
good care of me, Mom. You’ve been really great.” I stifle a smile
when my mother inclines her head like a queen.

“I wanted you to get
better more quickly because there’s a new neighbor and he’s just
adorable. You must
meet him.”

“What new neighbor?” I ask, sipping the
hot liquid.

My mother walks over to the window and peers
out. “I don’t know his name yet. But I’ve seen him come home with a
stethoscope around his neck so I think he must be in the medical
profession.” She spins around, her eyes wide. “Oh, Claire de Lune,
how I’ve prayed for this!”

Flinching at my absurd middle name, I have a
violent flashback of the beautiful brown-eyed male nurse. Wouldn’t
it be something if he were the one who had moved in down the
street? My teacup rattles against the saucer while I try to dismiss
the notion. I take comfort in the cold rationale and give my mother
a saturnine look for bringing such a virulent memory to mind. “Mom,
don’t you think you should pray for things more important than my
wedding?”

She tucks a stray curl back under her
headband. “What are you talking about? Jesus did his first miracle
at a wedding! That’s an official endorsement if you ask me.”

“Remember the part where His mother
forced him into it? See a connection there?”

“What
did they teach you in
Sunday School?” She wrinkles her nose and crosses the room to the
door. The fabric of her caftan wafts around her form in a pink
miasma at odds with the crimson surroundings. “You should be more
like Shelly. She has the right ideas on how to hook a
man.”

Thinking again about
Shelly’s endless string of boyfriends and parties, and how I hope
my mother isn’t really serious, I set my cup on top of the
Jane Eyre book, knowing
it’s useless to argue. “So, what’s for dinner tonight?”

She heads out the door with a wave. “Salad,
dear. We don’t want you putting on weight from all this inactivity.
You’ll want to impress the new neighbor.”

I tug a lacy red pillow sham
out from behind my back and throw it at the doorway as my mother
leaves the room. That poor new neighbor will never know what hit
him when Mavis the Matchmaking Steamroller gets through with him.
Why can’t she butt out of my love life? My shoulders slump.
Who am I kidding? I have no love
life.

I think of the ongoing debt I owe to the
community college where I take classes part-time, coupled with my
low pay from the florist job. My hopes for a bright future fade in
the twilit dungeon of my mind. How would the articulate Jane Eyre
respond to such a predicament? I pick up the book and stare at the
cover, and my heart floods with a rush of feelings of dark heresy.
A harsh bark of laughter escapes my lips.

Gentle reader, may you never feel what I then
felt!


 


Three

 


Every nerve I had feared him

 


 


Sunday morning means church and church means
trying to focus on God while the rest of my peers are focusing on
each other and gossiping about who is dating whom.

I frown at my cynical attitude as I get
dressed for the main service—my mother opting to not attend Sunday
School this week in light of my injuries.

Am I really righteously indignant or am I
just jealous I have nothing to add to the conversation except
mournful reflections? Not wanting to plumb the depths of my soul at
the moment, I reach into my sparse closet and grab a tea-length
black skirt (just the color to improve my pathos) to hide my
Technicolor knees.

The abrasions on my hands and elbows are
healing, but I decide on a sage-colored, long-sleeved top to cover
the marks on my elbows. I put my hair into a loose twist, leaving a
few wisps free to mask the smattering of scabs on my forehead, and
dust my pale cheeks with a touch of blush. Mascara is a must to
cover my pale blonde lashes.

I examine my reflection in the mirror and my
blah twin stares back. Hardly a worthy Doppelganger! I turn
sideways, puffing out my chest—what there is of it—and deflate like
a balloon. I’m not a late bloomer, I’m a non-bloomer. No amount of
makeup or attention to dress will change that fact. What man in his
right mind would notice me even if I were out from under my
mother’s over-zealous shadow?

“Claire!”

Deciding to end my future
prayers with A-man instead of Amen to see if it makes any difference, I descend the stairs to the
living room. My eyes bug out of my head when I see my mother. She
gives a complacent tweak to her linen, floor-length Kelly green
skirt. She’s wearing it with a flowered blouse that contains every
color but Kelly
green. I nervously glanced at my own outfit as if bad fashion sense
might be contagious.

“Ready, Dear?”

My smile feels more like a
grimace. Well, here we go!

We make our way to Valley Community Church
along the sun-sprinkled streets lined with flowering shrubs and
lush lawns. The only disturbance in the idyll of birdsong and the
summer breezes is the occasional backfiring of the old VW bus.

Although I prefer a soaring Gothic structure
with medieval lancet windows and ceiling frescoes, our one-story
church is built of mellow brick and actually one of the more decent
buildings among the mish-mash of oddities in Langston. Inside,
however, is no religious hush, but a cacophony of chattering voices
among those assembled in the foyer, mixed with welcoming music
piped in from speakers.

Wishing for a more reflective spiritual
experience, I resignedly enter the fray and join a group of friends
while my mother goes to save us a spot in her favorite pew. After
exchanging greetings with everyone, I discreetly raise the hem of
my skirt showing everyone my injuries.

“Still hideous,” says Shelly, wearing a
beautiful hibiscus print dress I’d like to rip off her back. “Hope
they don’t leave scars. That’s all you need. Is it hard to
walk?”

“A little.” I look away, annoyed with
Shelly’s reaction. When did my friend become so rude? Or am I just
being over-sensitive? I probably am, but how can I help it after a
lifetime of over-sensitivity brought on by an overly suffocating
mother who’s greatest fear in life is an unmarried daughter? A
sudden mad desire for escape assails me. What if I ran from here,
my velvet cloak streaming out dramatically behind me?

It’d get stuck in the door and I’d be
dramatically strangled, that’s what.

I sigh, wondering what it would be like to
enter a church sanctuary where flickering candles illuminate the
shadowy, exalted space, with the air awash in gentle melodies from
a modest pipe organ drawing the faithful to worship. The other
congregates would send me small smiles of shared devotion—instead
of dishing about the merit of which bachelor will win on the TV
show. And they think I’m the one with no connection to reality.

I half-turn to move from the group, but
chattering churchgoers crowd into the foyer, hemming me in for the
moment. I bite my lip in vexation. This is why I will never be
successful in a relationship. Either I want to avoid the party
animals or I scare off the sane because I obsess over every
imagined slight. Maybe I need to be cloistered in a dank convent.
Either that or be medicated.

That reminds me of the man from the hospital,
the Demerol, and the Disastrous Event. Apparently even then I can’t
get it right. Tears blur my vision and I look away, struggling to
regain my oft-lost composure. Then the crowd parts and when I step
toward the breach, a golden pool of light shines down from the
amber stained glass windows above, and suddenly he is there.

I rapidly blink away the tears, wondering if
I’ve conjured up the nurse with the velvet brown eyes from my vivid
imagination. The vision wears a black V-neck sweater over a white
T-shirt and khaki slacks, and is heading in my general direction.
My breath catches in my throat. This is not my imagination. And
this is not good.

His dark gaze swings my way and he smiles a
truly wicked smile when he sees me. I jump like a startled rabbit
and dart around a nearby corner. Pressing myself against the wall,
my heart pounds and legs shake. What’s he doing here?

“I thought she said it hurt to walk,” I
hear Shelly say. “Where’d she go?”

I peek around the corner and stifle a groan.
The nurse saunters up to the gathering I just vacated. All the
females turn as one like flowers to the sun—their wounded, spastic
friend promptly forgotten.

“I’m Sam Murray, just
moved from Tennessee,” I hear him say. I remember his voice
well. Sam. I
whisper the name.

The girls scramble for handshakes.

“Is Sam short for Samson?” one says
with a titter. “I just love Biblical names. My middle name’s
Delilah, but everyone calls me by my first name Sophia.”

I narrow my eyes. That Sophia is trouble,
from the low neckline of her top to the short hemline of her skirt.
Besides, she already has a boyfriend. I scowl at my friends, unable
to suppress a vicious stab of envy. And let me tell ya, the
emerald-encrusted hilt of that dagger goes deep.

I angle my head further around the corner,
unable to run screaming out of the church as I really should under
the circumstances, with or without a cloak. I sense interested
gazes turning my way. The fact that other churchgoers send me
understanding smiles is telling. They know I’m a dork of old and so
seeing me clinging to a wall and peeking around a corner does not
strike them as strange. Suppressing a funereal sigh, I take another
look at the man I clumsily assaulted a week ago.

I watch him exchange
pleasantries with my friends, a languid smile tipping his lips.
Then he scans the crowd in the foyer and looks suddenly in my
direction. I gasp when his gaze connects with mine.
Caught! Yanking my head
back to hide, I press my hand against my thundering heart, glad he
knows C.P.R. because I‘m having serious palpitations. After a
moment—a moment in which my brain ceases to function—I peer around
the corner one more time.

Sam says something to Shelly, who looks over
in surprise. With a fixed smile on her pretty but petulant face,
Shelly leads him in my direction. My mouth goes dry. My battered
knees knock. I scrunch my eyes shut, my imagination running amok
with calamities pending while I frantically wonder what to do.

Should I feign insanity? No…he probably
already suspects that. Pretend I’m an accomplished and witty
socialite breathlessly anticipating his introduction? He’d never
fall for it. Besides, he’s surely expecting an explanation for my
fraudulent behavior. How about ‘Um, my name is Claire and I thought
you were rich so I kissed you’?

“Earth to Claire,” Shelly says in a
long-suffering voice. “Someone wants to meet you.”

I open my eyes and see
Shelly with her arms crossed. I know I have some explaining to do
later, answering questions such as How does
this guy know you and why does he care?

She makes the introductions in a tight voice
while Sam’s eyes sparkle with impish glee. Up close without the
benefit of a painkiller, his melted chocolate and warm toffee good
looks make me realize I have no right to such decadence. A cheap
hollowed out Easter bunny of a guy is all I can handle. This one is
way out of my league. I know it, Sam surely knows it, and Shelly
most definitely knows it.

“Actually, Claire and I have already
met,” he says, his voice sounding as honeyed and sweet as
everything else about him. “She gave me the warmest welcome I’ve
received since moving to Langston.”

I implore him with my feeble gaze, knowing my
face is lit by a fiery blush. How did he find me? Why does he
remember me? God, a nice, dramatic strike of lightning to kill me
off would be a good thing right now. And it would probably scare
some of the wandering of this church right back into the flock. Two
birds with one stone and all that!

When he responds with a wink, I manage a
travesty of a smile and limply shake his outstretched hand. I feel
dazed by his proximity and the warmth of his grip. I can’t believe
I really kissed him. I should never have washed my lips. “Um,
welcome to our fellowship,” I say finally, ignoring Shelly’s
fulminating expression—but fearful of it nonetheless.

He continues to hold my hand until I tug it
free. Looking around for a reason to flee his presence, I hear the
organ music. “The, uh, service is beginning. It was nice seeing
you—again.”

I back away from him, turn, and scuttle into
the sanctuary, lamenting my usurped judgment on a gurney. I plop
onto the pew next to my mother, breathing hard. She looks at me
with concern and puts a hand on my forehead.

“You’re flushed. Are you feeling
sick?”

Sick, no. Feverish, definitely. “I’m fine,
Mom.”

From the corner of my profligate eye, I see
Sam Murray amble down the center aisle. He settles into a pew just
a few rows ahead. Oh, for a paper bag! Breathe, woman, breathe!

The service begins. I try to ignore the
presence of the manly nurse. I squeeze my eyes shut during the
prayer time and look at the ceiling while the choir sings.

God, I’ve embarrassed myself
again. And probably You, too. Sorry about that. Please help me to
forget about Sam and focus on You. That’s the whole point in coming
to church, right? I hate the way my
thoughts run rampant even as a pleasing dread fills my bosom at the
notion that Sam might have sought me out. A line from
Jane Eyre smites
me: They always ran on the same
theme—herself, her loves, and woes. I am so
pathetic.

I take copious notes during the sermon and
almost achieve a sense of unnatural calm about that person—until my
mother grabs my arm.

“Claire,” she hisses, “that dark-haired
man down front, he’s our new neighbor! Introduce yourself before we
go home. We need a doctor in the family.”

My heart plummets to my toes. I looked
hopefully in Sam’s direction for another dark-haired male, but he’s
sitting in a pew filled with blue and lavender-haired ladies, two
bottle blondes, and a redhead. What kind of a sick coincidence is
this? Can it be that the man I unwittingly locked lips with now
lives a few houses down from me? What if he’s out for revenge? If
this goes to court, I’ll plead insanity (which would only be the
truth) and sue the Demerol drug-maker (so I can finance a new life
on a deserted island).

The pastor gives the benediction and
dismisses us. My mother tightens her grip on my arm and inches me
forward in the crowd of worshipers gathering in the aisle. I can’t
face him again so soon—not when I’ve just regained my emotional
equilibrium.

“Mom,” I whisper in a cracking voice,
“I have to go to the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

Before my mother can protest, I shake off her
hand and slide through the crowd as if a band of gargoyles from the
Gothic church of my imagination have detached themselves from the
building and come after me.

In the bathroom I meet several friends
primping in front of the mirror. I plunge into the conversation
about the latest and only issue in the College-Career
group—dating—hoping that by the time I emerge, Sam will be on his
way home. While I tack my way through the conversation, hoping to
fool everyone that I know what I’m talking about (I don’t), I
struggle to rein in my drama queen tendencies.

Shelly comes in and sees me. Her pretty green
eyes narrow. “So what’s this about you already knowing Sam Murray
and not saying a word to us? Are you trying to keep him all to
yourself?”

More words from
Jane Eyre sift into my
brain, lest I make too much of Sam’s sudden appearance.
‘…don't make him the object of your fine
feelings, your raptures, agonies, and so forth. He is not of your
order: keep to your caste, and be too self-respecting to lavish the
love of the whole heart, soul, and strength, where such a gift is
not wanted and would be despised.’

Er.

I clear my throat. “He works at the hospital
and I, um, met him when I got hurt.”

Shelly smiles, apparently mollified. “He’s
adorable, Claire. I wouldn’t blame you for keeping him a
secret—especially with all the single women in this church on the
hunt for a man.” She glances in the mirror and gives her hair a
satisfied pat.

My forced smile ebbs. I begin to feel sorry
for Sam. He doesn’t stand a chance in this church. Single men are
outnumbered by women two to one. New prey always causes a stir. I
glance at Shelly’s liberal figure and feel more depressed than
ever.

 


****

 


After fifteen minutes of hiding, I decide the
coast is clear. I take a deep breath and slink into the foyer,
slowing my pace when I see my mother shake the pastor’s hand and go
out the front doors. Phew! I adjust my purse on my shoulder and
follow, keeping my eyes peeled for any stray men matching Sam’s
description.

I emerge into the sunlight and head in the
direction of the VW bus. So far so good. After a few steps, I come
to a halt and grip my Bible hard.

My mother is talking with Sam.

I force air into my lungs. I should probably
rescue him from whatever humiliating things she's saying about me.
On the other hand, I don’t know if I’m up to facing him again so
soon.

A group of preteen boys suddenly erupt out a
side door and swarm past me like a pack of wildebeests. Unable to
tear my gaze away from the matron/imprisoned male tableau before
me, I try to avoid the boys, but only end up getting knocked over.
I pitch forward onto the sidewalk, landing on my knees.

The pain leaves me breathless. Biting my lip
while tears spring from my eyes, I attempt to ease over to a
sitting position. A shadow looms over me. Strong hands gently help
me into a more comfortable position.

“Are you all right?”

I look up into Sam’s liquid brown eyes and
the pain ebbs as I fight the drowning sensation of his concerned
gaze. He turns over my hands to examine my freshly scraped
palms.

My mother rushes up behind him and kneels
next to me. “Oh, Sweetheart, are you okay?”

I nod, using this opportunity to stare up at
my rescuer. He’s even more attractive without the fog of
painkillers clouding my vision.

My mother turns to him. “Claire’s not usually
so clumsy, and a medical professional like yourself knows it’s not
genetic. All she needs is the love of a good man to cure her.”

Ripping my earnest gaze from my benefactor, I
find my voice. “Mother!”

Sam doesn’t appear to hear. “May I see your
knees?”

I edge up the hem of my skirt, shocked when I
see little rivulets of blood running down my legs. I remember I
haven’t been able to shave near the stitches. Fine blonde hairs
stick out all over my kneecaps.

“Let’s get you cleaned up and then
check to see if you need new stitches.”

Sam jogs to his SUV and returns with a bag.
“I always keep a medical kit in my vehicle,” he says, kneeling down
next to me.

I wince as he pats my skin with a wet
towelette.

He looks up, his gaze making me go all melty
inside. “Does it hurt?”

Pain? What pain? “It’s just a little
cold.”

With meticulous care, Sam
washes the area around the stitches and examines my skin. I can’t
help but admire the way his dark lashes fan out over his cheeks.
His hands are deeply tanned—a stark contrast to the paleness of my
skin. Calm down, hun, you’re
drooling.

“Would you consider coming to our
home?” my mother says with a social agility amazing to behold,
yanking me hard from my devoted perusal.

Before I can sputter in protest, she
continues, “I have medical supplies there, you know, so you don’t
have to use up all yours.”

Oh dear, we have no rambling manse draped in
softening moss to impress—only a small house decorated with the
same fashion flare as my mother wears, acquired mostly through
local garage sales and thrift stores.

Finishing up the task, he seems to consider
her question. “Uh, sure. I’ll follow you.”

Before I could go into
further emotional convolutions at the thought of him coming to our
house, Sam slides his arm around my waist and helps me to
stand. Well! Well, well, well!

I have no choice but to lean against him. I
am ashamed to admit that even in my hurt and humiliation, I’m
keenly aware of the strength of his body as he walks me to the van
and assists me up inside. Shelly’s right about one thing—this is
much better than reading about it! My ersatz moment of glory grows
faint. I don’t think it counts when he’s only doing a service for a
fellow human. I scrunch up my face in consternation.

As soon as we’re on the road, Sam following
behind in his car, my mother shoots me a look of admiration. “Good
work, Claire. I was just going to invite him over for lunch, but
this has much more flair.”

I clench my fists, then wince at the pain
from my tumble. “I didn’t fall on purpose!”

“Of course not, Dear. But we used it to
our advantage, didn’t we?”

“There’s
no we in
this, Mom. I fell. Sam was there and is kind enough to help. Please
don’t make the situation worse by thinly veiled matchmaking
strategies.”

She considers this for a moment. “You’re
right. A man like that must be used to all the old ploys.” She
kisses her fingertips. “So handsome! So mondaine! I’ll just have to
be more creative.”

“Mother,” I say
through gritted teeth, “leave him alone. He’s just being nice.
That’s all!”

She gives an offended sniff. “Some day you’ll
thank me. I’m only doing this for you.”

“Hah!”

“Trust me, missie. You don’t want you
to raise children under the financial stress I endured. I wouldn’t
wish that on my worst enemy. There’s no reason you can’t find a
nice doctor to fall in love with—someone who will take care of you
the way you deserve.”

I thin my disapproving lips. “I don’t want to
talk about it.”

Once we park at our bright yellow house, Sam
once again helps me walk. Mother runs on ahead and opens the blue
front door, ushering us inside with many swoops and flourishes.



I notice Sam doesn’t seem interested in his
surroundings. All his attention is focused on me. That fact makes
me decidedly nervous until I remind myself that he’s in his work
mode. At this moment, I’m nothing more than a patient in need. At
least now I’m lucid—okay, slightly more lucid—than last time.

While I sit on the blue and pink
paisley-patterned couch, Sam kneels down at my feet on the green
shag carpet.

Claire, your beauty and wit unman me. Will
you marry me?

Naturally, Sam. And I shall
bear you many golden children.

“Just want to make one more
check.”

I bite my lip.
Get a grip, girl!

After examining my knees, he rises, sans
proposal, and sits down next to me. “I don’t see any torn stitches,
though you have fresh abrasions. Just to be on the safe side, you
should have your family doctor take a look.”

My mother, who’s been flitting about like a
kamikaze hummingbird, suddenly comes to a halt beside him and
perches on the edge of the chair cushion. Her gimlet gaze fastens
on him. “You’re a doctor. Can’t you make the decision?”

I groan inwardly.
Here it comes. I press my
hands over my ears.

Sam looks up and smiles, benignly,
innocently. “No, ma’am. I’m not a physician, I’m an R.N.”

My mother lets out a little bleat and covers
her face with her hands. Too mortified by what I see—at what Sam
sees—I don’t move a muscle, but sit in frozen horror.

My mother’s voice, muted by the fact that her
face is hidden behind her hands, comes out in a faint whisper.
“You’re a...a nurse?”

Sam sends me an amused look and winks,
apparently seeing nothing odd in the situation. In fact, he seems
downright entertained.

“That’s right, Mrs. Parnell, and I’ve
got the stethoscope and sensible shoes to prove it.”


 


Four

 


A strange excitement, and reckless, and
feverish

 


 


I wish I had a bottle of smelling salts for
my mother. She finally lowers her hands and stares up at Sam in
obvious confusion, her lips trembling. “Why would a man want to be
a nurse?”

Sam leans back against the couch cushions.
“Because I love the medical field and I wanted to help people.”

“Doctors help people,” she says in a
thin voice.

Looking unflappable as he stretches out his
legs, he smiles. “Doctors also spend years in school, end up with a
mountain of debt, and seldom have a life free from medical
interruptions. I got through school in a few years and only have to
work a three or four days a week to pay the bills. Besides, there’s
a shortage of nurses, so I get paid top dollar, especially when I
work nights and weekends as a float. And my days off are all my
own.”

My mother gawks at him as though she can’t
believe her ears. I send him a weak smile in hope it might make up
for her bad manners. Fat chance.

After a moment, she narrows her eyes. “Could
you support a wife and family as a nurse? I mean really support
them, as in offer a cushy lifestyle?”

I collapse against the cushions of the couch
and put up my hands in a gesture of surrender. She has truly
surpassed herself this time.

Sam shrugs. “Potentially, I suppose, if I
worked more, but right now I don’t have a family. And in the near
future I plan to use my skills as a medical missionary in third
world countries.”

My mother stands with a regal air and brushes
down her skirt in a finicky manner, as if she finds the entire
conversation distasteful. “How nice,” she says in a hollow voice.
“If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to make lunch. Mr. Murray, I insist
you stay as our guest.”

“I’d love to,” he says cheerfully,
ignoring her obvious lack of enthusiasm.

When my mother disappears into the kitchen, I
turn to him, heart pounding and mouth dry. Where do I start? Not
even Miss Manners could have an answer at the ready to deal with
this social calamity. “Um, I’m really sorry about my mom. She means
well but gets a little carried away sometimes.”

Sam smiles. “Don’t worry about it. I think
she’s sweet.” He sits up straight and gives me a speculative look.
“Besides, I seem to remember someone else being interested in me
because she thought I was a doctor.”

I feel my cheeks burn like red neon on a hot
summer night. Surely if they get any hotter they’ll combust. That
ought to impress a person of the medical persuasion. “I was heavily
medicated and not responsible for my words or actions,” I say
repressively.

His brown gaze is caressing as he leans
forward. “I meant it when I said you’d given me the warmest welcome
since moving here.”

I put up a hand—an action I deem more
generally acceptable than pitching to the floor and foaming at the
mouth as I was inclined to do. “I’m waving the white flag!”

Sam laughs softly.

Okay, he’s waiting for me to
say something. Would you care for some tea,
Mr. Murray? Stupid. Maybe
What’s a guy like you doing in a place like
this? Naw. How about Will you run away with me to live in a deserted castle on a
windswept moor? Too clichéd. I glance at
him and see his lips quirk in a wry smile, as if he can read my
silly thoughts.

I clear my throat. “So, what
brings you to Langston? Usually we get the people too weird even
for Seattle.” Oh, that was brilliant!
Insult the man! Imply he’s a derelict! But
Langston, of all places! He looks like he should live in Hawaii
surrounded by Polynesian beauties. Or what about a stern, brooding
lord of the manor wearing a swishing black cape lined with red
while bats flit above his head? No, his eyes are too sparkly to be
stern and brooding. Go back to the Hawaiian theme.

“My uncle Doyle wrote and said I might
like the town.” Sam’s cheeks darken and his gaze shifts. “You could
say I, uh, needed a change of scenery.”

I stare at him, wondering
what he’s omitted. Doyle is well known in the community and I seem
to remember him speaking highly of his nephew, so it couldn’t be
anything particularly nefarious. A scene from Jane Eyre abruptly comes to mind where
the wedding between Jane and Rochester is interrupted by a claim
that Rochester is already married. Hmmm. Sam is hardly the
married-but-misunderstood type. Besides, he goes to church. What
possible secrets could he really have? I suppress a snicker.
Any crazy wives locked up in Tennessee,
Sam?

“What’s so funny?”

I jump a little, brought back to the present.
“Nothing! Sorry, my mind drifted a bit. Must be the meds.”

He laughs. “Uh huh.”

“So,” I say, mentally bemoaning my
lurid imagination, “where would you like to go as a
missionary?”

He leans back. “I guess just anywhere there’s
a need. Like places where there’s been a war or natural disaster.
I’ll go wherever God leads me.”

“There’s a local ministry I’ve done
fund-raising for that specializes in sending out teams of medical
professionals to respond to events like that. They also send
medical supplies all over the world.” Hey, I said a whole, coherent
sentence!

Sam’s eyes light up. “That’s exactly what I’m
interested in. Maybe you could help me get some information.”

“I’m sure I could.” I lick my lips,
fresh out of conversational ideas. I catch Sam giving me that
intense gaze again. Is it hot in here?

My mother bustles back into the room. “Lunch
is ready,” she says in an over-bright voice.

Sam stands and holds out his hand. “Do you
need help to walk?”

I attempt a smile. “The pain has subsided
quite a bit, and I actually need to change out of this skirt. I’ll
be right back.”

I walk stiffly from the room
and go upstairs to my bedroom, amazed that somehow the male nurse I
attacked is in my home and even deigning to dialogue with me. It’s
nothing short of miraculous. Or due to a Divine sense of humor. I
glance up at the ceiling. Very funny,
God.

Easing out my bloodstained skirt and putting
on a fresh one (broomstick with a watercolor print of sage and
peach), I continued to marvel at the turn of events. As I swallow a
couple of Tylenol, I wonder what my mom is saying to Sam
downstairs. My mouth tips in a crooked smile. The man sure is cute
and really sweet to boot. And a Christian. And employed.

Almost like an answer to my prayer.

And yet, it’s not even worth considering such
a notion. Sam might as well be a rich, landed English gentleman and
me an orphaned, poor governess. Let’s face it, the only reason
Rochester and Jane hook up is because he becomes a broken man.

Hmmmm. Maybe if Sam has an unfortunate
accident.

I scowl at my expression in the mirror,
making a mental note to throw away the rest of my painkillers.
They’re making me positively batty.

But the man is in your
house, says a chirpy little voice in my
head.

Oh great, now I’m hearing voices in addition
to plotting to ruin a man so I might have a chance at him.

Still, Sam
is in my house. It’s
almost too much to take in at once. My shoulders droop. This
perfection he emits is surely some kind of foreshadowing that
Something Isn’t Right. Eligible men do not appear out of nowhere.
Is there a Dark Past that will threaten our burgeoning romance? A
half-baked Bertha threatening our soul-mate happiness?

Don’t worry, Sam! I’ll be
faithful to our memory…even if our love cannot be
realized. I smile and wash my hands, still
dirty from the fall. Who says real life is preferable to fiction?
At least in my imagination, Sam and I have a chance! I refresh my
makeup and brush my hair before going back downstairs, mentally
girding myself to get through the next hour in the real
world.

I’m surprised to hear girlish laughter
emanating from my mother as I enter the dining room. Sam’s palpable
charm has apparently disarmed her. In a way I’m sorry. Now Sam will
be back in the running and she’ll make his life a misery with her
misguided matchmaking attempts.

I join them at the table, struggling for a
poise long elusive to me. After my mother offers a simple prayer of
thanks for the food, we lunch on chicken salad sandwiches on
toasted sourdough along with a fresh fruit salad. Well, at least
the food is good.

“This is wonderful, Mrs.
Parnell.”

Mavis flings Sam a blinding smile and the two
chat away like old friends. Only I seem worried about the direction
things are heading. Doesn’t Sam know that with every suave remark
he’s setting his own mantrap? But if he’s as mondaine as my mother
claims, surely he knows every trick in the book. Why is he putting
up with the charade? Sam glances over at me and sends me a barely
susceptible wink when my mother isn’t looking.

I drop my fork. It clatters
onto the table. This guy is dangerous. Rochester, you brooding wannabe! Never thought a wicked smile
and sparkling brown eyes could give you a run for your money,
didja?

After lunch, Sam says he needs to get ready
for a swing shift at the hospital. Overtly prodded by my mother’s
sharp elbow, I walk him to the front door.

When I’m sure we’re out of earshot, I edge
close to him, aware of the light but spicy scent of his
cologne.

Heaven help
me.

Straightening my shoulders, I know I can’t
carry on with this farce a moment longer, cologne or no. Only
brutal honesty will serve. I clear my throat. “You shouldn’t
encourage my mom like that. She’ll be relentless once she has her
sights set on you.”

“For herself or for you?”

I blush. I must stop turning red every five
seconds around this man. I give a shaky laugh. “You know what I
mean. And thank you for your help today.”

“I’m glad I was there to offer you
assistance.” He pauses and holds my gaze for a long moment. “Thanks
for lunch.” His tone makes it sound as if I’d just given him a
long, languorous kiss instead of a sandwich. Any moment my brain
will really take a turn, complete with spittle dripping from my
lips.

I sigh and watch him walk toward his car.
With his fingers on the door handle, he turns to look up at me on
the step. The sun bursts past a cloud and seems to shine down on
him in angelic blessing, which brings out the highlights of his
burnished brown hair.

“By the way,” he says, his words
pregnant with licentious passions untold, “you should consider the
fact that maybe I don’t mind being pursued.” With that, he gets in
his car and pulls away from the curb.

Ack! Where’s that green shag carpet so I can
collapse?

 


****

 


I see my fellow worker, Chip McGillicutty on
my first day back to work. I used to baby-sit him, but now he’s
sixteen, taller than me, and has the most soulful blue eyes. He
works a few hours a week helping around the shop.

By now I’m used to the fact that he wears
black clothes, has dyed black hair, and wears a silver necklace
depicting a bloodstained rose petal. Not to mention his old Ford
Fairlane car painted flat black has a bumper sticker that says
‘Let’s put the Fun back in FUNerals’.

“How’s it going, Chip?”

“Claire,” he hisses in sepulchral
tones, his eyes darting around the shop in case someone’s
listening. “I told you, call me Darkwan, okay?”

“Oh, sorry, I forgot. I’ve been on meds
the last few days. Must’ve messed with my head.”

His mournful smile tells me I’m forgiven.
“How are you?” he asks. “I wanted to come by, but Mr. Barcolli had
me working extra while you were gone.”

“I’m better. Had a few stitches—but
nothing serious. Has the boss been treating you well?”

Chip’s face breaks into a rare smile. “He’s
been keeping me jumping through his hoops, but I’ve been able to do
some arrangements. My favorite was for a memorial service. I even
took a little artistic license.”

I bite my lip to keep from smiling. “I wish I
could’ve seen it.”

“Got a note from the family. They said
it really expressed their sorrow.”

I don’t mention that I think arrangements for
funerals should bring comfort. Chip’s sensitive, artistic nature is
easily bruised, so I pat him on the back and say another silent
prayer for my co-worker. I’ve been trying to get him to come to
church for some time, but his painfully shy personality makes him
nervous in crowds.

Suddenly, Mr. Barcolli emerges from his
office and gives me his usual greeting—a glare—only this time it’s
more direct.

“That arrangement you dropped last week
was $64.95 retail, young lady.” He glowers at me over the edges of
his thick bi-focals.

I hang my head to appear compliant, hiding
the fact that I’m rolling my eyes at my boss’s words. He didn’t
even ask if I was okay after missing work due to an injury! Classy.
Real classy.

It’s times like these I ask myself why I
still work here. He treats me like dirt, begrudges every paycheck I
practically have to pry from his hand, finds constant fault with my
performance, yet apparently doesn’t fire me because most employees
wouldn’t have put up with such a grouch for as long as I have—or
put up with the paltry pay. Wow, I so need a life.

“What do you propose to do about
it?”

I snap my head up. Mr.
Barcolli, who I privately refer to as Mr. Broccoli, is a rail thin
man with a hunched back and haughty manner. He reminds me
forcefully of Mr. Brocklehurst, the master of the orphan school
in Jane Eyre.
Before my eyes, he morphs from the stuffy, rather boring employer
to a whiplash disciplinarian with eyes as cold as charity. I
experience a delicious shiver of dread. “I don’t
understand.”

He gives a dry cough. “What I mean, Miss, is
how am I to be compensated for such a loss?”

I press my lips together as
his meaning sinks in. Hah! Next you’ll be
telling me I’m on bread and water for apparent disobedience. Well,
you shan’t crush my spirit! Out loud, I
say, “It was an accident. I couldn’t help it.”

“Accidents affect the bottom
line.”

After a Sunday afternoon weaving fantasies
about one attractive male newly arrived in town, I’m brought back
to earth with a bump—and it hurts. I glare at my boss for reminding
me my life is as dreary as it is tedious. “I said it was an
accident.”

“That’s no excuse.”

My grasp on my temper wanes, but stomping my
foot only brings me pain—right up my aching leg. “I didn’t do it on
purpose!”

Mr. Barcolli takes a step back, his eyes
wide. “Well! I don’t think you need to be impertinent. That’s what
I get hiring college students.” He takes off his glasses and rubs
the lenses with a handkerchief from his sweater pocket, apparently
allowing me to stew a little.

“I suppose I’ll have to eat the cost of
that delivery, along with the fact that I had to make the
deliveries you failed to since I can’t have Chip making deliveries
in that getup he wears!”

“It’s Darkwan,” I mutter under my
breath.

“Just see that it doesn’t happen again
or it will come out of your wages!” He spins around and stalks to
his office.

I glare at his retreating back but my rare
burst of spirit withers and dies. I should’ve threatened him
with…with something dire. But he’ll never take me seriously. I’ve
cowered for too many years now.

Somehow my job is symptomatic of my
existence; symbolic even. I mean who would put up with this year
after year? Why do I? There is another flower shop in town, but I
don’t have the guts to apply. It’s a fancy shop with high-end
clientèle and the employees probably graduated from some floral
school or something. So here I stay at Barcolli’s…in
Langston…living a quiet life as a reticent single woman who still
lives at home. Can anyone really blame me for finding solace in the
literary arms of novels? I ask you!

“Are you okay?” Chip asks.

I nod. “Unfortunately, I’m used to his
outbursts.”

“Doesn’t mean you have to put up with
them.”

I smile. Chip is hardly the confrontational
type. It’s a sweet gesture that he’s upset on my behalf.

I blow out a noisy sigh and limp to the
counter to begin arranging bouquets for the day’s deliveries. The
spicy smells of the flowers and the softness of their petals soon
calm me, as always. I love the quiet work, interrupted only by the
occasional phone call or customer, and I take pleasure in creating
arrangements…that others will enjoy. That’s me—the Floral
Martyr.

Suddenly, the unexciting brown walls of the
shop become dank walls of a stone castle tower, decorated with worn
tapestries depicting old, glorious battles. Here I remain, in the
first bloom of youth, only to die a maiden, chained to a fate of
bringing happiness to others while receiving nothing in return for
my labors.

I sigh and look at the orders for the day.
Who will get the red roses with frothy Baby’s Breath? Will it be a
young woman trembling with first love about to receive flowers from
her swain? Or a furious wife who needs to be placated with an
expensive bouquet from her truant husband? I wouldn’t mind
receiving such a bouquet, regardless of the circumstances. Problem
is, I only arrange ‘em, I don’t receive ‘em. Bring on the violin
dirge.

I think of Sam. Again. What
kind of flowers would he get for his girl? Roses seem too tame for
someone with such lush, exotic good looks. I decide he’d choose
bird-of-paradise with eucalyptus, rhamnus greens, and purple
liatris. I imagine myself receiving the bouquet, my eyes filling up
with sentimental tears. Oh, Sam! How sweet
of you to remember the anniversary of our first
contracted-from-each-other mononucleosis due to lengthy macking
sessions!

My smile ebbs as I think about what Sam said
yesterday. Why would a guy say he didn’t mind being pursued? Isn’t
that against some male predator code of honor? Was he just teasing
or is he a reckless playboy? And most nerve-wracking of all, can he
be serious?

The clock ticks out a tsk-tsking sound as I
consider the answer. Finally it wheezes to strike the hour while
frowning on my dreams.

Nah.

Reality comes to the fore. A female of my,
um, stature, could never attract someone like Sam. What would he
see in me? No chest, no hips, scrawny legs. My pale skin burns
easily in the sun and my straight tresses lacked any animation
whatsoever. I only recently traded in my wire spectacles for
contact lenses.

Hmmm. Can’t put too much
stock in my ability to attract men on my appearance alone since my
body lacks the more obvious physical charms valued by male-kind in
general.

A bitter memory burgeons in my brain. Once,
hoping to find a measure of comfort and reprieve from incessant
maternal needling, I’d shown my mother the scripture ‘Man looks on
the outward appearance but God looks on the heart.’ My mother
commented dryly that indeed man looks on the outward
appearance—hence the need to look really good.

This coming from a woman who owns a bright
yellow yarn poncho. Er.

I feel sure Sam would be interested in
females of a different ilk than myself. I think of Shelly’s stylish
good looks and frown. Being jealous of one’s friend is a bad idea.
Besides, I don’t want to get caught up in the stratagems of the
boy-crazy girls at church. Too desperate.

I tuck a stray curl back into my French braid
and hurry to finish the arrangements. Maybe if I get my deliveries
done quickly I can go home early and rest my legs…and my
over-active imagination.


 


Five

 


All sorts of fancies bright and dark

tenanted my mind

 


 


 


After making my rounds at many of the area
businesses the following day, I head for the Langston Community
Hospital. While I always enjoy bringing smiles to the faces of the
flower recipients, I feel the bouquets given at the hospital are
most meaningful. I also make it a habit to offer up silent prayers
for each patient I meet, while the less-than-spiritual side of me
weaves interesting stories for each recipient.

As I go from floor to floor, it occurs to me
that I might run into Sam. The thought makes me shiver—and note my
apparel. Although I always wear jeans when I work, at least today I
have on something better than my usual Napoleon Dynamite-inspired
T-shirts. My Bohemian blouse with angled sleeves and funky
embroidering, a gift from my mother, has the potential to make me
seem alluring and wildly fresh and adventurous amidst the sterile
halls of the hospital. Sam will take one look at me and want to
sweep me off to the nearest commune for a lifetime of living on
love alone. Or he might think I’m sadly behind the latest
style—which of course I am.

I glance at my watch. It’s after three and he
said he works as a float. He could be here and he could be
anywhere. Or he could be at home on a day off. I nibble on my lip
and look at the envelope on the next arrangement—my last delivery
at the hospital. I smile when I see the recipient. Ginny Mae
Meyers.

Recently, I’ve become acquainted with the
elderly patient who’s been in the hospital for several weeks
convalescing from a nasty bout of pneumonia. Ginny Mae’s son has
flowers sent three times a week, and I enjoy her snappy
conversation and quirky spiritual views of life.

When I arrive with my flower cart at Ginny’s
room, I knock quietly, not wanting to disturb her if she’s
sleeping.

“Come in!” says in a sprightly, if
thready, voice.

“Good afternoon,” I say as I enter with
a vase of Shasta daisies, Baby’s Breath, and delicate greenery.
Ginny Mae’s flowing white hair, piercing eyes, and a regal bearing
belie her tiny stature as she sits up slowly in bed at my
entrance.

“I hoped it was you,” she says as she
accepts the flowers, giving them a perfunctory sniff before
relegating them to the table near the bed. “My son’s latest guilt
offering, I see. Apparently he’s too busy to visit the one from
whom he was born.”

I smile at her familiar refrain. “Didn’t you
tell me he was on business in South Africa? That’s a long way from
Washington State.”

“Pooh.” She waves her arthritic hand in
a dismissive manner. “I hoped you’d be here today. I missed you
last week.”

“I had an accident last Monday and had
some stitches put in my legs.”

“You’re all right, I trust?”

I nod. “A little stiff, but I’m fine
now.”

“That’s good.”

“And how is your recovery coming
along?”

Ginny shakes her head. “I don’t want to waste
time on me when there are more important things at stake.” She sits
up a little straighter. “I’ve found a man for you, Claire. Husband
material, of course, and he’s just adorable.”

I experience a twinge of unease at that
phrase having heard it a few too many times lately. I raise my
brows at the older woman. “You should know you’re in competition
with my mom. She thinks she’s found me a husband as well.”

“How many times has your mother been
married?”

“Once, to my dad.”

“Well, I’ve outlived three husbands and
have superior experience at picking the good ones.”

I laugh. “Then, tell him that I’ll measure
his affection by the size of diamond he can offer.”

“Monstrous!” Ginny exclaims with a
grin. “But I know you better than that. Trust me when I say this
one’s worth it.”

“And where can I find this
paragon?”

“Right here at this hospital. He’s a
new nurse, but I haven’t caught his name yet.”

Feeling my smile grow rigid, I lower my gaze
to hide my alarm. The odds are on my side that it’s not Sam. That
fact doesn’t slow my heart rate any.

“I bow to your superior wisdom,” I
finally say, hoping my attempt at humor doesn’t sound too
forced.

“That’s what I like to hear.” Ginny
holds out her hand. “I know you need to get going, so let’s
pray.”

This time my smile is genuine as I take the
older woman’s hand in my own. Three weeks ago, Ginny learned I was
a Christian, and since then, we end our visits with a quick
prayer.

I close my eyes. “Dear Lord, please be with
Ginny Mae. Heal her lungs and help her feel Your presence while she
gets better. Amen.”

Ginny grips my hand before releasing it.
“Bless you, Claire. You made my day as always.”

I ready myself to leave. “Same time
Wednesday?”

“You bet, unless they release me. I’ll
be sure and let you know.”

“Then let’s hope I get a phone call
from you instead.”

Ginny furrows her brow. “Drat. I wish that
young man I told you about had come while you were here.”

At the possible mention of Sam, I suddenly
feel the need to hurry. “Um, no worries, Ginny. Maybe next
time.”

The older woman raises a brow. “'fraidy
cat!”

“Yep. And proud of it.”

The sound of Ginny Mae’s laughter echoes down
the hall as I rush back to the van, ever-fearful Sam might get a
glimpse of me scuttling away like the weenie I am.

 


****

 


After a week of not seeing Sam at the
hospital or anywhere else for that matter, I wonder why I feel so
glum. I have to remind myself to accept the inevitable. Having a
crush on someone who most women lick their chops over is decidedly
unwise.

So why is my heart pounding
so stinkin’ hard? I yank a soft blue Indian-embroidered blouse over
my head and unceremoniously stuff the hem into the waist of my jean
skirt. Is it because you might see him at
church?

See what? Sam being mauled by females with
obvious intentions? Why torture yourself?

Mortification is good for the soul. Even Jane
would agree.

What’s Jane got to do with it? She’d tell you
to snap out of it and stop sniveling!

I’m not sniveling—just expressing
concern.

I gaze at my grim expression. I really need
to stop having these conversations with myself. If I’m not careful,
I’ll end up like Gollum.

My mother hollers at me to hurry up or we’ll
be late for church. Late wouldn’t be so bad. Then we can slink in
and sit in the back. Except my mother doesn’t appreciate the
benefits of slinking. She actually enjoys sitting right in front
and talking in a loud voice. And driving a purple van.

Sigh.

“Claire!”

“Coming!”

When I make it to the College-Career class
without seeing anyone disturbing, I ease out a breath of relief. So
far so good. Besides, why would Sam come back just to see me? How
conceited is that? And there are several churches in the area. He
might want to look around before settling on one.

I glance around the room and see the
regulars, like me, who have not yet ascended to that all magical
group—the Young Marrieds. They consist of the two S’s—Shelly and
Sophia—attired in the latest spring fashions (try not to glare,
Claire). The other females are Barb DeLon, grim-faced and mannish
but with a heart of gold, and Katya Marco, a hectic-eyed Russian
transplant who keeps to herself.

The men in the group consist of Reuben
Miller, an alarmingly hairy fellow with a wolfish grin echoing some
earthy character in a D.H. Lawrence novel. There’s also Mike Ipkus,
a nervous kitchenware salesman, dressed as usual in white
short-sleeved work shirt with a black tie, black cuffed dress
shorts, and black mid-calf socks worn with slip-on shoes.

Yep, this group is sadly short of males—if
just to even out the levels of estrogen in the room.

And right now the group is
at a low tide. Several men have moved on to apparently greener
pastures and Shelly and Sophia have long since looked outside the
group for amour. Even when its number was bigger, attempts within
the group at romantic relationships failed. Many dated each other
at one time or another, like a churchy season of
Friends, but nothing ever
seemed to come of it except discontent.

And yet we continue to meet, continue to
organize events, continue to pretend we’re happy with the status
quo. Fun!

Newcomers appeared from time
to time, but they soon rotated back out to some other less
desperate city singles group. Why does it
have to be desperate? I’m just as guilty. God, maybe we need some
shaking up.

Larry, the Director of the C-C group, who is
happily married and therefore sane, welcomes everyone and opens
with prayer.

Afterward, he glances at his clipboard.
“Announcements for today…let’s see. Sophia, Shelly, Raul, and Mike,
thank you for signing up to plan the beach trip and Memorial Day
singles picnic at Langston Park this year.”

“They’re going to be awesome, kids!”
Sophia says with a giggle. “Everyone has to come.”

So we can share the
joy?

Someone enters the room and plops into the
seat next to me. When I smell his aftershave, I freeze. Then die.
Never mind the fact that my heart’s galloping like a band of wild
steeds down a craggy mountain, manes whipping in the moonlit gale.
Despite this cardiac activity, I sit stiffly staring straight ahead
for several moments with a fixed smile on my face pretending to
listen to Larry.

Sam’s shoulder bumps mine. “Hey, aren’t you
going to say hi?”

I turn to him, almost hearing my neck bones
creak with the effort. They say the English language is the most
verbose, over three quarters of a million words, and yet I am
speechless. “Uh.”

“Claire,” Larry says from the podium,
“please introduce us to your friend.”

I look at Larry, then at Sam, peek at the two
S’s outraged expressions, look back at Larry, smile like an idiot,
glance at Sam who winks, then finally stand and clear my throat.
“Everyone, this is Sam Murray—”

“We’ve already met,” squeals Sophia,
who waves at him.

I struggled to compose
myself. Be strong. Be mature. Be yourself.
Okay, don’t be yourself, fake it. “Sam
works at the hospital and was there when I had my
accident.”

I sit down quickly, wondering if I’m going to
faint. Knowing me, it wouldn’t be an artful swoon, but a clumsy
clatter where I’d probably end up with my face in someone’s lap,
thereby disgracing myself even more.

“Welcome to the College-Career class,
Sam.”

He inclines his head. “Thank you. It’s great
to be here.”

When Larry refers back to his clipboard, Sam
nudges me again. “Are you ignoring me?”

As if. I look up at him, endeavoring rational thought while gazing
into his limpid, dark eyes. “Hi, Sam.”

He grins. “Hi, yourself.”

I return my attention to the front of the
room, hoping to disguise that fact that I’m gasping for breath like
a landed carp.

“And Claire, can we count on you to
head the fund raiser for Washington Medical Missions again this
year?”

Grateful for something solid, I nod my head.
“Sure.”

“Any other volunteers? This is a big
job and Claire usually shoulders it by herself.”

The clock ticks loudly in the silence.
Somewhere a cricket probably chirps. I don’t expect any takers. It
isn’t glamorous or even fun, but as it doesn’t involve undulating
body parts in swimsuits, I’m a shoo in.

“I’d also like to volunteer for this
project,” Sam says.

Dun dun dun.

I twist around and stare at him. “You do?” I
say faintly.

“I do.” He winks again.

I do. Dangerous words to utter near a single female. All sorts of
trouble could ensue. I clasp my hands together in my
lap.

“Thanks, Sam,” Larry says, obviously
pleased. “With you being in the medical profession, your experience
will be an asset.”

“See,” Sam whispers close to my ear,
“I’m an asset.”

I stare daggers at Larry’s clipboard,
which started all the trouble, and realize those steeds are still
very much on the loose in my scrawny chest.

 


****

 


Somehow I make it through the class,
alternately longing for and dreading the moment when Sam’s presence
no longer makes my heart swoon. I avoid his eyes as I scoop up my
Bible and purse before heading to the sanctuary, trying to ignore
the babble of exited voices gathering around Sam. Needing to escape
the familiar sinking sensation, I leave the room. When I spot my
mother’s wild tumble of blonde and silver curls in the church
foyer, I experience an actual surge of relief.

My reaction to Sam after earlier bemoaning
the state of the College-Career class troubles me. How can I
criticize others for their overt attempts at landing a Significant
Other when I have actually been beseeching God to bring me a
man?

The shame of my hypocrisy
bites deep and I determine not to demean myself over Sam or anyone
else. This is the twenty-first century. My future doesn’t depend on
a man as it did in Jane Eyre’s time. Which is especially helpful as
I have no relatives with fortunes to leave behind. Aunt Hilda’s
corner hair salon went to that other cousin, thank goodness. And
Uncle Ernie would only leave behind his tole painted saw
collection. I’ll simply have to become independent by my own steam.
Problem solved. Was that so hard?
My bottom lip trembles.

I take a deep breath and follow my mother
into the sanctuary. I can have a nice life without a male. There’s
no need to prowl like the others do or sit in desperate hope for a
miracle. I can simply and gracefully make my way through life, and
if God has a man in my future, He’ll surely bring it about with
tact and decorum. Not in the havey-cavey way I co-mingled my life
with Sam’s.

I blush as that awful E.R. memory rises to
taunt me once again. As I settle next to my mom, listening to her
prattle with half an ear, I sit up straighter, shoulders back, chin
at a noble angle. I am no longer the clumsy, silly miss. I am a
modern woman, replete with intelligence and common sense. I shall
set an example of enlightenment by being a model of politesse
and—

“Is this seat taken?”

I let out a little scream when I realize Sam
has addressed me. My hands take flight like restless birds. My
mouth moves while emitting no sound except unintelligible protests
forming at the back of my throat. He takes my gesticulations for
assent and sits next to me in the pew, leaning across me to greet
my mother.

My eyes widen at the sight of him so close.
The man is positively crushing me. How does one expect me to behave
with any equilibrium under such circumstances? As he leans back, he
sends me a grin that seems to reveal he knows very well how much
his presence sets me—as dear old Jane would say—at sixes and
sevens.

When the worship service starts, I resolutely
close my eyes and focus on God. Despite the fact that an attractive
male is sitting next to me, I’m actually able to enter a private
place in my heart and commune a little. I sense a peace settling
upon me like a mist and I’m reminded God understands my worries and
fears. How silly I must appear to Him, with all my stagy
subterranean horrors of the heart.

As the singing comes to an end, I inhale
deeply and open my eyes. I glance at Sam and find him looking at
me.

For some reason my knees haven’t got the
message I’m at peace right now. They begin an alarming wobble and
I’m thankful when we’re told to be seated. When the pastor begins
his sermon, Sam scribbles on a note and angles it so I can see. My
eyes widen when I see the words.

Why are you avoiding me?

Ack! What am I supposed to say to that? If I
say I’m not avoiding him, I’m a complete liar. I strain my brain
for a witty rejoinder and come up empty. Perspiration beads on my
upper lip and my respiration increases. Pressure builds. What do I
say?

Finally, in
desperation, I write I’ll tell you
later.

Oops. Obviously that’s the wrong answer.
Sam’s dark brows slash downward in a frown frightening to behold. I
sense the temperature falling rapidly in my immediate vicinity. He
looks at the pastor, his smile gone, and appears to forget my
existence.

Fighting tears, I sit consumed through the
remainder of the service wondering how I can right this wrong,
wondering how he took my scrawled words.

Finally, the congregation is dismissed. Sam
begins to stand, but in a moment of daring, I put my hand on his
arm. I have to be quick with my explanation before he’s mobbed by
his new fans.

“Sam,” I say in a low voice.

He regards me with a flat expression, but
remains seated, and my heart quivers within me. I swallow and send
up a quick prayer for mercy. “I think you misunderstood what I
meant.”

“So,
what did you
mean?”

He’s so not going to make this easy on me. “I
guess I assumed you were meeting a lot of new people now and that
you’re not beholden to me.”

His eyebrow jerked upward. “‘Beholden’? Is
that word still in use today?”

I sigh audibly. “Only by me.”

Sam’s gaze is steady. “So you’re not trying
to avoid me. Because if you don’t want me around, let me know and
I’ll leave you alone.”

I want to scream.
What is it you’re saying? “Uh—”

“Sam!” A scream rents the air, but it’s
not mine. Sophia appears and steals his attention. “A bunch of us
are going out now. Want to come with?”

He turns and looks at me
with something in his expression I can’t name. I assume I’m not
invited to the lunch, so I smile and stand. “See you later.” I
include Sophia in the farewell. She pops her gum and waves. I quit
going to lunch with them a while back because of the way they ogle
guys at restaurants and flirt without shame. I guess I got tired of sitting there watching with a kind of
appalled awe while my food got cold.

I turn and leave with my
mother, who’s been gabbing with a friend on the other side of
her. Yes, you heard right. I am twenty-four
and I still live at home with my mother and am not part of the
clique that goes out after church every Sunday.

See, Sam? I’m just doing you
a favor.


 


Six

 


I…was sensible of a somewhat

pungent suffering

 


 


I mull over What Happened On
Sunday With Sam as I begin my deliveries the following week. After
a rush of flower orders in the morning, I finally have a chance to
think without the voice of my mother rising and falling around my
weary head, though her words continue to reverberate.
I had wanted a doctor for you, but, dear, you may
want to settle. Sam seems like such a nice boy. Pity he won’t
further his career. Ah well, as long as you’re cared for that’s
what matters, especially when children come
along.

I grip the wheel as I head toward the
hospital, my thoughts returning to Sunday. I puzzle over Sam’s
apparent worry that I might be avoiding him. Why would he care? Why
would he assume such a thing in the first place?

Maybe that’s it. Maybe he’s so used to girls
pursuing him that he wants to know why I won’t fall into line.
Except he just doesn’t seem that arrogant. He seemed genuinely
worried.

It just doesn’t make sense!

An idea germinates in my fertile brain and I
water it with a little speculation. What if Sam is really attracted
to me (I heard that snort!) and somehow feels unworthy of my
presence because…I tap the steering wheel…because of something in
his past, say, that he’s ashamed of.

Uh huh. And while we’re fantasizing, let’s
just say that Sam is secretly tired of all the over-blown beauties
and wants someone who is brimming with character and virtue…and
mystery…like me.

Oh, this is fun.

Or maybe he had a ‘disordered spleen’, a
common complaint in Jane’s time.

Duh. He was sitting next to you.

That’s ridiculous and only serves to reveal
your pathetic insecurities.

That’s enough girls!

I sigh at my inner turmoil voices. They were
getting so noisy, perhaps I should name them. What about Clueless
and Hopeless? Because neither of them ever have the answer.

I grimace at my reflection
in the rear view mirror. Is the sign of
insanity when one actually starts naming the voices in their
head?

I dunno.

Of course you don’t know! You don’t know
anything!

“Hello! This is Claire. Now pipe down!
You’re scaring me!”

Fine!

Whatever!

I grit my teeth. Heavens, I’m becoming
Bertha, the crazy wife of Rochester prowling around in the hidden
room! Screeching to a stop next to a curb in the hospital parking
lot, I jump out and go to the back of the van, hoping action
banishes my slow descent into madness.

After setting up my cart with all the orders,
I lock up the van, and head for the service elevator in the
building. In light of the notion that I might, just might, run into
Sam Murray, I’ve paid a bit more attention to dress today. The
blown-knee Levi’s are replaced with a newer black pair. My cheap
advertising campaign freebie T-shirt has been forsaken for a pretty
flowered top with ruffled cap sleeves and my scuffed sneakers have
been relegated to the back of the closet in favor of cute leather
sandals.

As my heart rate increases upon entering The
Place Wherein Sam Might Be Present, I begin to doubt my choice of
attire and wish I’d just worn a brown paper bag over my head
instead.

By the time I’m nearly done with the
deliveries, my eyes are strained from peering down hallways, my
mouth strained from my frozen smile, and my brain strained from the
probability that I’m wasting emotion on the guy. Luckily, my last
delivery goes to Ginny Mae and that means I’ll have a nice visit
along with a chance to catch my breath and dim my silly fervor.

“Good afternoon!” I say after knocking
and being told to enter.

Ginny smiles in greeting, her eyes sparkling
with delight. “How are you today, young lady?”

“Fine. Your son sent you more
flowers.”

The older woman takes the arrangement of
calla lilies and gives them a sniff before setting them on the
little rolling table next to the bed. “Not bad.” She purses her
lips. “Actually, they’re stunning, but I wish my son would call and
say a few words to me instead of having a standing order at a
florist.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19850
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
F -
P ey ™ -

.

2) e
- B0 00 T





