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“Time heals almost everything but the victory lies in giving time its due.”

CHAPTER 1

The rain dwindled to a soft mist after a four-day deluge hit the small village of Waynesport. 
Forecasters promised a reprieve by late afternoon yet the sky overhead still looked ominous as 
Alana stepped out onto her protected balcony overlooking the Mohawk River.

The river's current was running fast and furious, carrying with it debris it picked up from 
along its course. She watched as huge trunks and massive branches rushed by, along with a 
floating rubber trash can and what looked like a plastic lawn chair.   

The thunderous roar of the water drowned out all other sound. It proved rather hypnotic as 
Alana watched nature's show with a sense of awe despite its potential threat to her community. It 
was something one generally watched on the News and seeing it play out in front of her was 
unnerving.

Russet colored leaves from nearby trees whipped about in all directions and she could not 
help but wonder if some of the elderly residents, who lived below noticed the rising water as 
well. Quite a few of the people living in River's Edge were retired and much older. At forty-five, 



she was one of its youngest residents and feared they would not fare well should the river 
overflow its bank. 

She gazed down at the parking lot and thought what a blessing it would be if her convertible 
was swept away despite how much she adored it. The payments had become such a burden now 
that she no longer had money in her savings to dip into, or the hope of landing another job. As 
the weeks rolled by, that possibility seemed more and more hopeless despite how many resumes 
she sent out. No one called. Her life, she thought, actually mirrored the churning turmoil of the 
river she was looking at.

"Not looking good," she despaired. 
She slapped her palms atop the balcony's railing as her eyes began to mist. She never felt so 

desperate and lost. She leaned over the railing and peered down at the hard pavement below 
shaking her head with disgust. 

Nah ... don't go there, you dope! With your luck, you'd end up a cripple. 
A forceful gust howled across the river hitting her straight in the face as if reprimanding her 

for that very thought. Alana gasped as it sucked the breath from her lungs and surged about her 
with a lashing fury. 

A rush of cold flooded through her veins like ice water and she shuddered.
Her eyes scanned the heavens and narrowed as she huffed loudly and rubbed her arms with 

enough vigor to cause some warmth. 
She plopped down onto one of her plush patio chairs and swiveled to the left. She glared at 

the matching set as though it was to blame for her troubles. Her look softened. She loved her 
furniture and hated the thought of not being able to sit outside on her balcony for much longer. It 
was her solace ... her escape ...the one small pleasure she had that no one could take from her. 
Well, that is, if she did not get evicted. 

She chewed on her lower lip, leaned back and closed her eyes. She tried to fight back the 
tears that threatened to escape. The tightness in her throat became too painful and she 
relinquished as she cried out. 

"If one more person tells me things will get better, I swear I'm gonna punch them!" 
What was she going to do? She tried everything she could think of. Called all of her contacts 

and met with more than a dozen placement agencies. 
She wiped the tears from her cheeks as she thought of everything that had gone wrong over 

the last two years. She depleted her savings and retirement to stay afloat. The house she worked 
so hard to purchase on her own after her divorce foreclosed. The best job she ever had went belly 
up. Thankfully, the minor stroke she had suffered last year due to all the stress did not prove 
debilitating. 

If I didn't have bad luck, I wouldn't have any at all! 
She was tired of crying and being afraid. She was always a strong woman and always found 

a way to work through a difficult situation. But this constant pummeling of bad luck was 
becoming unbearable and had chipped away what was left of her resolve and fighting spirit. She 
felt like she was constantly being run over by an eighteen-wheeler, leaving its track marks on her 
backside, keeping her nose to the ground and her mouth filled with dirt. 

It's just not fair.
She could feel the left side of her cheek begin to tingle and numb again, a sign that her blood 

pressure was high. She leaned forward, inhaled and exhaled slowly and tried to focus on 



something other than her plight. She looked out at the river as it raged by and was awed by its 
infinite power as it coursed onward. Nothing could stand in its way. It was a force to be reckoned 
with and she wanted to be like it, needed to mimic its strength and plow forward, finding a way 
out of the mire that held her prisoner.

She slid back and rested her head against the cushion and closed her eyes, letting the sound 
of the river roaring by fill her mind. Despite its threatening power, it was soothing and she 
relented to its sound, allowing her mind to wonder. She had much to be thankful for and it was 
those blessings she reflected upon. Slowly, a soft smile graced her lips at the thought of her two 
grown children. They were the best kids ever and one of her greatest accomplishments. And 
then, there was her writing. It was a passion that burned hot but always managed to slip through 
her fingers. She loved it the moment a Crayola was placed in her hand and her silly little stories 
made sense to no one other than herself. The sweet innocence of youth, she chuckled lightly.

Life had always gotten in the way of that dream ... but then; she simply allowed it to. She 
never made time. She held down a full time job, ran the household, was mother, chauffeur and 
cheerleader, supported and helped her husband climb his ladder to success. Her brow scrunched 
into deep furrows when she realized just how ironic it all turned out. 

Finally, she had the time to write. Sadly, though, she ended up losing nearly everything she 
had committed her entire adult life to. Alana sighed deeply. She could not allow those losses to 
consume her. High blood pressure was a silent killer and its deadly grip nearly drove her into an 
early grave. Dropping dead without warning scared the hell out of her. It was not an option, she 
exhaled deeply. She would not give it the power to control her. 

She survived worse. She could do it again. There were hundreds of thousands like herself in 
crisis because of this damnable economic upheaval going on in the world. One of her biggest 
enemies though was the silence. She hated it. It was the loudest sound in the world and, more so, 
at night. It engulfed her like a heavy cloak latent with gloom. She was a woman who reveled in 
companionship. Her lips had not felt the pressure of a passionate kiss in nearly four years. She 
craved the soft, tender touch of a caress in the stillness of the night.

"Enough," she blurted and rose.
Alana walked back into her apartment. She made a face when she looked at the unopened 

certified letter from the IRS still sitting on the coffee table. For the first time she took a long hard 
look at her furnishings and wondered how much longer she had before she truly lost it all. She 
joked with her friends about becoming one of the best dressed bag ladies in the Capital District if 
she got evicted. The harsh reality was nipping at her heels and she quaked at the thought. 

One positive thing did blossom out of all this gloom, she thought as she moved forward and 
reached down to pick up a copy of her first published contemporary romance. It was the final 
copy and had just arrived in the mail. If it was not for being unemployed, she would not have had 
the time to write it. She fanned the pages with her thumb and a sense of extreme pride washed 
over her. Now all she needed was a lot of luck getting it out in front of the masses. Her publisher 
was awesome, but backing new authors with a huge marketing budget was not a perk they 
offered her. 

Rays of sunshine began to filter into the living room behind her, filling it with a bright blast 
of light. It was like the Lord was telling her what she was hoping for was on its way, and to 
lighten the hell up. She felt its warmth against her back and turned in time to see the dark clouds 
begin to dissipate and a beautiful, azure sky replace them.



"I gotta get out of here," she blurted as she set her novel down. 
She felt like a prisoner in her own home and what she really needed, was a long, hard run. 

Within a matter of minutes, she changed into something suitable and was out the door with her 
iPod strapped to her arm. 

She stretched quickly in the hallway, and then headed toward the exit door leading to the 
stair well. Mindlessly, she skittered down the stairs and turned the landing that led to the door 
exiting the building. 

When she reached out to grasp the door knob, the panel flew open and she collided into the 
chest of a stranger. The impact sent her flying backwards and the stranger automatically let go of 
the suitcase he was carrying. 

He tried desperately to reach out and catch hold of her, but lost his balance when he tripped 
over his briefcase and fell forward, taking her with him with a crushing thud to the floor.

Alana did not move as the shock of what just happened sank in and her gaze focused on a 
pair of soft grey eyes looking back at her. The musky scent of male and aftershave wafted to her 
nose arousing her from her stupor. The strong sculpted outline of full lips dangerously close to 
her own made her question in her mind how aptly they might pleasure a woman.

His strong male presence was overwhelming and the enormity of it left her breathless and 
gasping for air. He shifted slightly and reached out to tenderly run his thumb along her cheek, 
pausing at the corner of her mouth. 

"You okay. I'm so sorry ... I didn't -" 
Her palms pressed hard against his chest.
"You couldn't -" she gasped, realizing her mistake in touching him. 
Hard muscle twitched beneath her palms and she snatched her hands away as though 

scorched. She postulated over his age ... thinking he might be fifty something despite his hard 
athletic physique. His face was smooth of lines except for a sprinkling of wrinkles at the corner 
of his eyes. 

His angular jaw was strong and an adorable dimple crinkled to the right of his lips. His hair 
was like burned charcoal not totally black and not nearly grey. It was then she realized her own 
shortcomings and Alana squirmed beneath him. The friction it caused was a noted mistake as an 
excitement she had not felt in years coursed between her legs and she felt her face blush with 
embarrassment.

"Um ... you are kind of squashing my pelvis and not in a good way," she stated coarsely as 
she pushed at him. 

The stranger's cheeks turned crimson as he stuttered his unease.
"Ah ...um ... sorry." He rolled to his right and bolted to his feet extending a hand to help her 

rise. "Are you sure you're okay? You're just a little bit of a thing and I whaled you pretty hard."
She noticed a wedding ring did not grace the appropriate finger and became irritated when 

the thought pleased her. Alana squished her nose with discontent and did not grasp the hand he 
offered. 

"Couldn't have planned it if ... if I'd written the damn scene myself," she stated smartly. "I'm 
fine." 

He snapped his hand back at his side and his face registered surprise. She wondered as to his 
reaction and frowned. He chuckled lightly.



"Forgive me. But you're that romance author I was told lived in the building, right? I'm 
Dylan Clayburn," he offered an outstretched hand once again. 

Shit! Of all the times I don't wash my hair.
Alana ignored the hand he again offered and shoved hers through her unkempt hair avoiding 

his gaze.
"Yep ... that's me ... budding romance author. Look ... sorry, but I gotta run." 
She sidestepped him quickly and pulled the door open wide and skittered across the 

threshold.
"Wait!" he hollered after her, catching the door before it closed and shifting his body against 

the frame. "Are you sure you're okay?"
Alana did not look back and sprinted into a jog hoping desperately he would forget their 

encounter and the terrible impression she left behind.

 “Frame every disaster with the words, “In five years, will this really matter?”

CHAPTER 2

Alana cranked her neck to gaze up at the daunting letters appearing atop the Internal 
Revenue Service building before her. Its stark steel grey and brick frame was as oppressively 
intimidating as the personnel entering and exiting through the huge revolving glass doors. Not a 
splatter of color adorned their attire and they appeared almost robotic in their black and dark 
navy suits while the women sported matronly coifs and the men short, blunt cuts.

Dark sunglasses covered what she imagined were black emotionless eyes and she gulped 
with unease. She felt like she wanted to heave up her breakfast and a clammy sweat began to dot 
her brow as she stepped behind another mannequin in a pinstripe suit and entered the massive 
building that echoed loudly the passing of its inhabitants. 

She held the certified mail she received from the IRS, demanding both remuneration of the 
$15,000 in uncollected federal taxes she owed and her appearance at the federal building that 
very morning. How she would ever satisfy such a lien filled her with dread and uncertainty. 
When she noticed the large directory encased in glass on the stone wall to her left, she moved 
toward it. Slowly her eyes scanned down the numerous list of departments until she found the 
room and floor number for the Currently Non-Collectible Division. 

She did not know how she could prove the $39,000 cancelled debt on her foreclosed 
property was not taxable income so, she could be released of the money in question. Her 
accountant was useless and refused to answer her calls. Everything she read on the Treasury 
website left her befuddled. She could not afford the representation of a tax lawyer and silently 
prayed for divine intervention as she moved forward. 

Alana felt like a fish out of water as she entered the elevator and became surrounded by a 
sea of suits who gazed at her as though she had LOSER stamped upon her forehead. She cleared 
her throat nervously and stared at the letter clutched in her hand. Bold, black words stood out 



like a flashing beacon, "URGENT! ASSETS WILL BE LEVIED. RESPOND 
IMMEDIATELY." 

She lifted her eyes and gazed at the woman standing to her right. The stranger's dark black 
hair was pulled back in a severe bun. She looked down at the letter in Alana's hand, shook her 
head with disgust and snickered loudly. Alana felt as though she was something vile to be 
scraped off the sole of the stranger's highly shined pumps. She crumpled the letter in her fist and 
tucked it into her side coat pocket. She looked straight ahead, willing the elevator doors to open. 
It felt as though the eyes of everyone standing behind her were drilling holes of judgment into 
her flesh. 

She wanted nothing more than to seep like liquid into the carpeted floor beneath her feet. 
She fought desperately to control the burning lump in her throat and constrain the tears that 
began to sting her eyes. She felt exposed, dirty and unworthy to breathe the same air as the 
"suits" standing about her. She chewed harshly on her bottom lip and tasted the warm liquid of 
her own blood. 

She forced herself to take a slow, deep cleansing breath into her lungs as her eyes watched 
the illuminated numbers overhead take her closer to her destination. Finally, the doors glided 
open and she exited the steel cage faster than she should have, catching the attention of those 
milling about on the 18th floor. She closed her eyes briefly and tried to calm her nerves and the 
quivers playing havoc with her insides. 

A huge mahogany desk nearly the length of a matching paneled wall loomed in front of her. 
The receptionist behind the desk glared at her with unfriendly eyes and when Alana approached 
she ignored her as she picked up the receiver to answer a ringing line.

"CNC how may I help you?" She hit the numeric buttons to an unknown extension and hung 
up the phone. Her tone was blatant as she looked at Alana with a haughty air. "You're here 
because." 

Alana froze like a deer caught in the headlights. She could not believe the young woman's 
tone nor the scornful look in her eyes and shook her head in disbelief. She looked over her 
shoulder to see if perhaps someone was standing behind her more deserving of such a berating 
tone. The woman's face was smug when Alana looked back at her and the strong urge to slap it 
off her face forced Alana to step closer as her words dragged out. 

"What ... did ... you ... say?" 
The curt receptionist with a pinched nose and poorly dyed blonde hair huffed, "I said ..." 
Alana flashed an open palm before the receptionist's face cutting her short. "I heard you the 

first time young lady and don't appreciate your tone. The name is Waverly ... Alana Waverly." 
The receptionist quickly scanned a list to her right and plopped a plastic white card with the 

number 8 stamped in black on the counter in front of her and pointed to a group sitting along a 
wall to Alana's far left. 

The receptionist blustered, "Take a seat. You'll be called." 
The woman immediately turned her back on Alana and busied herself at the computer as 

though Alana was of no consequence. Alana teetered between storming around the counter and 
knocking her lights out or crawling away with her tail tucked between her legs. 

A male in his late forties clasping a folder in his right hand, appeared from around the corner 
dressed entirely in black except for a white shirt that looked starched and uncomfortably stiff at 
the collar. 



"Number five!" he bellowed, startling Alana. 
She turned to gaze at him briefly and then back at the receptionist. It took all of her 

willpower not to allow the incident to fester and turn into anything short of a blood bath. She 
spun about and moved toward the seating area. Those numbered before her, did not make eye 
contact when she moved forward and occupied an empty chair within their circle. 

As the minutes ticked away on a black cylinder wall clock, Alana was amazed not one head 
lifted until their number was called. Magazines scattered on a low coffee table before her were 
terribly outdated and worse for wear. Even though she sat among other like souls experiencing 
the same loss of self-worth, all wound as tight as bowstrings over their approaching interrogation 
with the men and women in black, and all wavering on the edge of desperation and hopelessness, 
she still felt terribly alone in the room. 

Forty-five minutes came and went when Number six was called, another hour and fifteen 
minutes finally collected Number seven and Alana was afraid to leave her seat and empty her 
bladder for fear of being penalized or passed over. So she waited ... and waited ... more aware of 
the physical signs of her blood pressure elevating. The left side of her cheek took on that familiar 
sensation, the numbing, tingling feeling along her jaw line that traveled up to her temple, 
pulsating enough to be recognized for what it was and Alana became terribly fearful. Breathe 
Alana ... breathe. 

Her inner voice consoled. They aren't going to throw you in jail. They have hearts well ...  
maybe not all of them; she rationalized as she glared at the receptionist. Calm down before you 
stroke out. 

She closed her eyes and tried to do just that. It would soon be over and whatever fate had in 
store for her, she had to take it in stride. There was nothing else that she could do. Something her 
grandmother always told her immediately popped into her mind. Life is too short to waste time 
hating. It's okay to get angry with God if it helps. He can take it. 

She smiled despite those words because she was still pretty pissed off at Him and knew that 
her grandmother would understand. Alana could almost smell the scent of the oatmeal raisin 
cookies her grandmother used to bake for her. Alana wished she were there at that very moment 
so she could cuddle against her ample chest and sniff in the scent of the Jean Nate' toilet water 
her grandmother wore religiously. God she missed her grandmother, she sighed. 

"Number eight," a soft voice called out. 
Alana did not hear it though as she was still absorbed in her own thoughts. She jumped and 

her eyes popped open when someone lightly shook her shoulder. She looked about, almost 
uncertain as to where she was, questioning the petite attractive brunette standing before her.

"Looks like you're the last for the day," she smiled softly. "I'm sorry you had to wait so 
long." She extended her hand to Alana. "I'm Tricia Abrams." 

Alana could not disguise the shock that registered on her face. She slowly stood and was 
tempted to massage her left butt cheek that had gone numb but clasped hold of the waiting hand 
instead. She could feel a blush creep into her cheeks.

"Sorry. You caught me off guard. I kind of expected "
"An ogre maybe," Tricia chuckled. 
Alana shrugged and did not hesitate. "Well quite frankly, yes. You guys have this rather 

inauspicious image." 



Tricia nodded and smiled. "I know and black doesn't do wonders for my coloring either. 
Shall we go to my office?" 

She lightly touched Alana's elbow to lead her forward. Alana nodded and followed alongside 
the petite agent absorbing the sights and sounds of her surroundings as they entered the inner 
sanctum of the Non-Collectible Division.

Everything seemed sterile and cold under the piercing bright fluorescent lighting as they 
passed rows of cubicles where IRS agents of every nationality and gender sat with stockpiles of 
beige folders upon their desks, phones propped against their ears as their fingers whipped along 
the keyboards of their desktop units. She heard passing conversations of figures noting thousands 
and hundreds of thousands of dollars owed along what seemed an endless corridor leading 
nowhere. They halted before an enclosed office that was rather inviting upon entering. 

The fluorescent bulbs overhead seemed more muted while soft reproduced prints of Monet's 
most beautiful portraits hung in frames upon the walls. A large window behind a dark oak desk 
had a six-inch ledge decorated with English ivy, a blooming azalea and violet plants along with a 
massive philodendron propped in the corner on a pedestal overflowing onto the floor. 

"Wow!" she exclaimed as she stood taking it all in. 
Tricia closed the door behind her and moved toward a low veranda pushed against the side 

wall.
"Would you like a cup of coffee or perhaps a cold beverage before we get started?" 
"Yes on the cold beverage but first I really could use the lavatory. Could you point me in the 

right direction?" Alana asked.
Tricia directed her to where she needed to go. "Bathroom is down the hall on your right. 

Pepsi or Sprite?" she called out. 
Alana replied, "Cabernet would be better but a Pepsi will do." 
She smiled as she turned and exited the office. Upon her return, the agent was waiting 

patiently with two folders spread out before her and Alana's soft drink was on a side table beside 
a visitor's chair. She settled herself down, took a long swig and let out a deep breath. 

"So ... what's my sentence ... five to ten years?" 
Tricia's smile was endearing and for some reason Alana felt as though she was in the 

presence of an angel. She did not know why because they had not even gotten into the particulars 
yet, but she felt as though a monumental weight was going to be lifted off her shoulders. 

"Not quite as dramatic, Ms. Waverly, I promise." she responded with a light chuckle. "Take 
another swig of that caffeine and let me tell you what I found," she continued, relaxing her arms 
out in front of her as she clasped her hands atop her desk. "Because your mortgage lender 
accepted a short sale on your foreclosed property totaling a loss to them of $39,000, they did not 
file that loss as unforgivable debt but rather income to you, which by law you are responsible to 
pay the federal taxes on. The amount of those taxes is $6,625.00." 

"But that's not fair!" Alana rebelled. "I didn't walk away with any equity. I lost everything!" 
Her heart began to pound against her chest like a jack hammer. "My god ... it might as well be 
$60,000! There's no way ... I can —"

The left side of her face tingled stronger and absently she raised her hand to massage her 
jaw. She knew her fingers grazed along skin but, she could not feel them as her face went 
completely numb. An intense heat began to build from deep inside her, rising up her chest and 



along her neck. Uneven, wavy white lines danced before her eyes and she began to feel light 
headed.

I'm going to drop dead ... dear god no ... not like this ...I have no insurance ...my kids. God! 
Give me strength to get through this please! 

Tricia bolted from her chair and skirted quickly to Alana's side. "Dear God! Miss Waverly 
are you okay? Should I call an ambulance?" 

Alana could feel the agent's arms move around her shoulders as she lowered her head to the 
desk and cradled her forehead in her arms. Alana rasped barely above a whisper as the agent bent 
over her. She knew what was happening to her body. She felt it before but this time, the reaction 
was greater. The last time the stroke was mild. These feelings were more intense.

"A minute please ... just give me a minute."
Tricia moved to the side credenza and unrolled a strip of Scott towels, folded them into a 

thick swatch and ran it under the water cooler just outside her office. She returned immediately 
and placed the cold compress at the back of Alana's neck and cajoled her into lowering her head 
between her knees.

Alana complied. The cold compress felt good against her hot skin and she tried to 
concentrate on her breathing, drawing slow, long breaths in and blowing slow, long breaths out 
to decrease the rapid pulse reverberating strangely in her ears. She could hear the agent telling 
curious onlookers to return to their desks, that everything was okay and the sound of the office 
door being closed.

"I'm sooo sorry I've upset you this way," Tricia apologized. 
Alana took a couple more minutes to let her heartbeat slow and then sat up patting the hand 

resting on her shoulder.
"This started long before you entered into the picture," she shook her head. "Don't blame 

yourself." She waved toward the chair on the other side of the desk. "Please sit. It's just that this 
is so overwhelming." 

Tricia moved back to her chair, sat and raised both of her palms to quell Alana's fears.
"Miss Waverly. I was about to explain that your accountant was lax in filing the correct form 

that would exclude you from that amount. We can prove insolvency on your principal residence 
and the inability to pay. But first you need him or her to file an amended return on the 
appropriate form. Then, we can properly note your file as non-collectible until such time you can 
make arrangements to pay back the recalculated lien which should work out to be ... according to 
our calculations," she rummaged through the papers scattered on her desk and then pulled out a 
yellow legal pad, "here it is ... a total of $953.84 ... a far cry from what you originally thought. 
Don't you agree?"

Alana softly wept with relief and flopped back against her chair. "Yes. Yes, it is. How ... 
how long do I have?"

"Six weeks for your accountant to file the amended version and then we'll follow-up on a 
regular basis until you can show proof of steady income. Then, we set up a payment plan 
acceptable to both parties. Of course, you'll be charged interest monthly on the remaining 
balance until it's paid in full."

Alana felt the pressure building behind her eyes and absently rubbed her brow as she 
reflected on her options. Yes, her lien was going to be a lot less than she could have ever hoped 
but her lack of employment was a major concern. She still had to wrestle with what she owed the 



State, try and convince her landlord not to evict her, escape repossession of her car and cover 
next month's utilities. Eating didn't matter anymore. Dried cereal and water with lemon was 
keeping her alive.

"Okay," she huffed. Still, she could not help feeling terribly discouraged. She stood and 
extended her hand. "Thank you Miss Abrams. It was pure luck to get a person like you handling 
my case and I appreciate you're not treating me like some degenerate of society. I am drowning 
right now but, I'll get on my accountant to right his grave error."

Tricia reached across her desk and clasped Alana's hand tenderly between both of hers and 
patted it softly. "You're most welcome. I know you're going through a terrible time right now 
Ms. Waverly. Filing the proper paperwork as soon as you can will take some of the pressure off 
your shoulders. We're truly not out to intimidate and brow beat the American public."

Alana snickered. "Tell that to the little snot at your front desk. She could use a crash course 
in compassion and greeting skills."

"I've been told that more than once today and promise it will be addressed. If you have any 
further questions, here is my number," she extended a white matted business card toward Alana, 
"please call me if there is anything else you need?" 

Alana took the card from her hand and tucked it into her side pocket, smiled and nodded. "I 
will. Thank you again."

She took one final deep breath to calm her rattled nerves and exited the agent's office. She 
headed for the elevator, raised her eyes to the heavens and silently mouthed the word thank you 
for one prayer out of many that was finally answered.

 “When in doubt, just take the next small step.”

CHAPTER 3

Dylan leaned back and rested his head against the high padding of his Presidential style 
chair that looked every bit as good as it felt. He loved the chair's soft edges, subtle styling and 
the way the deep tufted dark cherry leather fit against him.

A sigh of contentment escaped his lips as he swiveled about to gaze out his office window. 
He fancied the three large panes of tinted, tempered glass and the gorgeous panoramic view it 
offered of the city and the far mountains to the East. An extreme sense of pride washed over him.

He praised himself silently as he took in the scenery in front of him. 
You've done good old man. 
A jetliner skimmed across the azure sky in the distance and his attention was drawn to a 

perfectly patterned flock of geese heading south for the winter. Sun glistened off the sparkling 
glass of a nearby high rise as he watched scaffolding carrying two window washers who looked 
as small as ants skim down along its contemporary, sleek frame. 

His position as CEO of Langor Associates gave him the kind of freedom most professionals 
dreamed of with a private jet at his disposal, an excessive expense account, a great retirement 
portfolio and a lush executive office that would make a grown man cry. He turned his chair back 
around slowly and let his eyes take in the enormity of it all. It had been his dad's office and 
Dylan felt his heart constrict in his chest as the reality of the loss of his father hit home. 



He missed him ... missed him terribly. Eighteen months, three days and how many hours had 
passed as he gazed down at his expensive Audemars Piquet wrist watch and yes, it was too short 
of a time not to still mourn him. His father acquired Langor Associates two years before he 
graduated from Princeton. He kept the name and streamlined it into New York State's leading 
advertising and marketing firm. He remembered the day his father handed over the reins to him. 
It was a day of happiness and joy as well as the greatest sorrow because it was too soon for his 
dad to retire. He should have been head of the company another twenty years. But, his father's 
time was coming to an end due to the cancer that ate away at his insides. 

He smiled to himself as his gaze took in the dark rich brown finish of his massive desk with 
its intricate carvings and the matching bookcases that lined the wall to his right and the three-foot 
credenza that held his company's prized awards to his left. It cost a secretary's salary to outfit the 
room three years ago but still a guilty pleasure he would hold dear to his heart forever since it 
was the last thing he and his dad did together. 

Dylan had argued with him because he wanted to occupy his dad's chair and desk. His dad 
would not have it. His last wish was for him to start out fresh, not be reminded by what could 
have been but excited about the new possibilities and challenges awaiting him. 

The oil painting of his father hanging on the far wall in front of him captured the essence of 
who he was down to the minutest detail. It was as though his dad was actually there in the room 
with him and Dylan was so glad he commissioned the famous Nicholas Petrucci to paint him in 
oils the year before he got sick. Petrucci captured his father's intellect and kindness along with 
his warmth and humor. His dad was a man with an unwavering sense of justice and morality. 
The presence of him filled Dylan with such calming comfort every time he gazed upon his 
portrait. 

The woman he met in the stairwell of his new apartment building came to mind at that very 
moment and a quizzical look appeared upon his face.

Why? He wondered. 
He barely knew her but yet that look of sadness that had reflected in her eyes along with her 

reaction to him haunted him for more than a week. 
He snorted as he looked back at his father's portrait.
"What do you think, dad? Am I crazy or what?" 
They lived on the same floor at River's Edge and he questioned his reasoning for even taking 

the apartment in the first place when he had a gorgeous four-bedroom lakefront lodge outside the 
village of Saratoga. 

"Because you hate the forty-five-minute drive, that's why!" he quipped. 
The sound of her weeping as he passed by her door that morning had tugged at his heart 

strings and lingered with him all day. 
Dylan prided himself as a man who stayed clear of women with baggage of both the 

emotional and financial kind. But still, there was something about Alana Waverly, something 
irresistibly attractive he could not explain other than comparing it to the parity of a moth to a 
flame. In the short time they had crossed paths; he recognized strength beneath the apparent 
sadness and the underlying quick wit that could keep a man on his toes. Even though she looked 
like she had been put through a ringer the day they met, her eyes bewitched him and reminded 
him of amber in its purest form.



As much as he liked the tall siren-type, the feel of her petite frame beneath him had been 
most appealing. She had an athletic body ... the runner's kind and he fantasized about her stamina 
in his bed and what those shapely, toned thighs would feel like wrapped around his midsection.

He shook his head to clear his mind of the insanity and try to sojourn the rigidness beginning 
to build in his loins. He reached under his desk to adjust himself and swore aloud.

"Shit! I've got to knock this off." 
His office door swung open at the moment and his Managing Partner, Max Tyler glided into 

his office, surprise registered on his face.
"Knock what off?" 
Dylan could feel the heat rise up his neck and spread across his cheekbones.
"Nothing," he bristled.
"Didn't sound like nothing to me." Max replied as he plopped down in one of the leather 

barrel chairs before the massive executive desk, awaiting a response. 
Dylan ignored his prying. Whenever Max ventured into his office before his noon meal was 

delivered meant something.
"You obviously have something to share so, spill." 
Max leaned forward and rested his elbows atop his thighs and his penetrating blue eyes 

glistened with mischief. 
Dylan always admired his classic European style of dressing yet no matter how many times 

he ran a razor over his face, a five o'clock shadow remained, and hinted mildly at dangerous. 
They were best friends all through college and when his dad offered Max a management 

trainee position alongside him at the company, he could not have been more pleased. 
They had climbed the ranks together and were closer than brothers could ever be. Dylan was 

always confident Max had his back. He stood as his best man and was godfather to Max's thirty-
year-old daughter Addison. There was always a playful jealousy between them ... not harmful ... 
just lingering. Dylan envied the home life Max happily shared the past twenty years married to 
his college sweetheart. 

Dylan never quite got that far. When women looked at him, they saw dollar signs and rarely 
took the time to know the man beneath the three hundred dollar suits he wore. He missed ... even 
craved the persona of a happily married man, finding the ying to his yang and feeling connected 
to a woman because of the essence of who she was and not how she looked or how great she was 
in bed. 

Still, they were the choices when what he really wanted remained an illusion.
"Look. Thanksgiving is just around the corner and Kimberly reminded me this morning to 

extend the annual invitation to -" 
Dylan stopped him, raising his palms as a buffer. "Thanks Max but, not this year. I know 

Kimberly has probably scoured the whole entire eastern region for a match ... but ... honestly. I'm 
looking forward to a quiet long weekend up at the lake."

Max thumped a nameless tune with his fingers atop the desk and rose. "Just make sure you 
tell Kimberly I asked when she follows up with a call or she'll punish me with a week-long of 
headaches ... got it?" 

Dylan chuckled and nodded. "Got it and thanks. 
Max turned, exited and closed the door behind him while Dylan sat staring at the desk 

calendar before him. 



A month and a half and the holiday season will be here. 
The thought of it left him feeling empty inside. He hated the holidays. Hated everything they 

stood for and represented. His sister Celeste lived in Connecticut with her husband Bryson and 
two of their children still in high school. 

Another happily married couple, he sighed. 
He knew she expected him for Christmas and he would probably go like he did every year. 

But it would not be the same. Dad would not be there. It was really hard when his mom passed 
away five years before but ... now dad. 

He shook his head sadly and his eyes misted over. The tradition altered dramatically because 
both of his parents were gone. No matter how wonderful a host Celeste was and how merry her 
home was decorated, it seemed different somehow ... it just was not the same. 

If only ... 
The intercom buzzed shaking him out of his reverie and he depressed the button to respond.
"Yes Marcie." 
He listened as she reminded him of his two o'clock meeting outside the office. "Has the 

presentation been formatted for me to take along?" 
He nodded his satisfaction when he learned everything was ready for his marketing pitch to 

the owners of the biggest mall in the Northeast.
"Great. I'll grab it on the way out and also, I won't be returning to the office when I'm 

through. If anything pressing comes up, call me on my cell. Otherwise, I'm incognito." --
His creative team had done a remarkable job putting together his presentation that helped 

cinch the $1.8 million account over a three-year period. 
Northeast Network Inc. was one of the most progressive and innovative real estate 

development firms in the U.S. As a privately held company, NNI had the unique ability to 
aggressively lease, develop, and manage over 15 properties successfully for nearly 30 years. No 
one could top them.

Their achievements in the shopping center industry were well known and due in large part to 
the company's continual drive to attract the tenants that brought shoppers back time and again. 
However, business had dwindled over the last three years and they looked toward Langor 
Associates to elevate them back to the top of the chain.

Dylan was on Cloud Nine as he exited the corporate headquarters of NNI. He felt as if he 
was running on pure adrenaline. One thing was certain ... he needed a release and a hard run 
would do the trick. The temperature gauge registered sixty degrees as he slid into his Mercedes 
SL Roadster. He reached down and depressed a button located on the hand-polished wood panel 
and the hardtop retracted within sixteen seconds allowing the sun to warm his face and the balmy 
temps to embrace him. It was a gorgeous day and he could not wait to strip out of his monkey 
suit and enjoy a good run. 

--
He stretched briefly when he exited the apartment building before taking off at a slow run. 

When he came to the end of the property, he looked first to his right and wondered whether he 
should cross traffic and take the three-mile route through the village. Deciding otherwise, he 
looked to his left and a devilish smile spread across his face.

I'd recognize that body anywhere, he smirked as he took off in a hard run.



The side road he was on led to a bicycle path that traveled alongside the river for a total of 
five miles. He did not know what his approach would be but, he knew he wanted to catch up 
with the mysterious romance author running up ahead and moved into a long, easy stride that 
would get him there in a few short minutes.

Her long blonde hair was pulled back into a pony tail and looped through a baseball cap. 
Dylan loved that look on a woman and he loved even more the way her tight little butt looked in 
the spandex running shorts she was wearing. As he closed the distance between them, he realized 
his heart was beating faster and running wasn't the cause. In one way his excitement over seeing 
her irked the hell out of him. 

What the hell was up with that? He chuckled. 
When he noted an iPod wrapped around a well-shaped bicep, he wondered if she was a 

woman who loved to listen to Michael Buble, Cole Train or Tim McGraw. He knew she was an 
accomplished runner because of the way she landed on the middle of her foot and rolled through 
to the front of her toes to avoid injury. 

He would pretend he did not know it was her until he was by her side and glanced her way. 
Just ... a ... few ... more ...steps.
"Coming through," he hollered a little louder than normal so she could hear him over her 

music.
It worked as she stepped more to the left to let him pass and she gazed to her right. 
Dylan could not tell if she recognized him with his glasses on so he lifted his left arm 

slightly to wave.
"Oh hi ... Alana, right?" 
He lessened his gate to keep alongside her. Her acknowledgement of his presence was not 

overwhelming, but he could tell from her reaction she knew who he was as she nodded slightly.
"Mind if I run -" 
She pulled the earphone from her right ear and looked his way.
"I do as a matter of fact. I like to concentrate on -"
"Breathing? I know. Me too," he smiled. "I won't chatter. Scouts honor."
He crossed his fingers in the traditional manner across his chest.
She did not take the bait, however, and ignored him, taking off with an increased stride and 

speed to place some distance between them. 
He did a playful skip mid stride and with a roguish grin planted on his face, he took off after 

her. This was one challenge he was going to win and refused to take no for an answer. He caught 
up with her in a few short seconds and chuckled when she shook her head and scrunched her face 
in agitation. 

He shrugged. "We can do this all afternoon. I'm a patient man." 
Her head snapped to the right and he knew she was glaring at him through her dark glasses 

and he tried his best not to laugh out loud. He stayed alongside her and did not speak for the next 
quarter mile mulling over in his mind another approach. 

"Know of any place around here with great sushi?" he asked. 
She snarled. "Hate it." 
"There's always Italian," he responded.
"Too many carbs," she said. 
"Steak ... seafood ..." 



She stopped dead in her tracks yanking the plugs from her ears and the sunglasses off her 
eyes.

"NO! NO! And NO! What is it with you?" she snapped. 
Dylan scratched his head. 
"Well, one no would have sufficed and I'm just an all-American guy trying to ask a beautiful 

woman out to dinner." 
She opened her mouth to rebuff but no words came out. 
He jumped at the golden opportunity before she had the chance to utter a sound.
"Look. I nearly crushed you to death during our first encounter and I'd like to show you my 

gentler side. How about it? I promise to be on my best behavior ... scouts honor."
He raised his three fingers again and smiled like the Cheshire cat from Alice in Wonderland. 
When a warm smile graced her lips, Dylan knew the prize was close and reached out to 

brush a finger along her hand. 
Her reaction was not what he expected as she stumbled backwards to escape his reach, her 

head shaking slowly with eyes reflecting a forlorn loss he did not understand. 
He opened his mouth to speak but her raised palm halted his words. His mind rattled with 

confusion as he saw her beautiful eyes mist with tears. 
What the hell is this? He nearly challenged aloud. 
"You almost had me there ..." her voice trailed off to a whisper. He found himself leaning in 

to catch her final words. "I ... I ... just can't." 
A tear trickled down her cheek just as she replaced her sunglasses, turned and bolted back 

toward the apartment building.
Her quick departure left him wondering what he could have possibly done wrong. And then 

it did not matter. He was determined, determined more than ever to get it right the next time and, 
there would be a next time, for that he was damn certain. His lip quirked to the side as he stood 
there for just a few brief moments watching as she faded farther away. 

Most men, he thought, would have thrown their hands in the air and said, "The hell with you 
sweetheart." 

Dylan shook his head absently. Not him though. There was something about her that held 
him captive and once he got it in his craw, he was like a dog unwavering to give up a juicy bone. 
It just made his bite harder. Nope. He admitted. This was not over by a long shot.

 “Make peace with your past so it won't interfere with your present.”

CHAPTER 4

Alana stood shivering as she watched large, billowy snowflakes cascade outside her 
window. It was only late October and way too soon for such a storm to hit the East coast. She 
prayed that the temperature would not drop any lower than it already had. She walked over to the 
thermostat on her wall and cursed under her breath when she read it was already down to fifty-
five degrees.  

She tucked her fingers under her armpits as she moved toward the kitchen to fix herself 
another cup of hot green tea. She picked up the used bag, filled her cup with water and placed it 



in the microwave to heat for two minutes. When the buttons did not respond to her touch, she 
realized the power was off and walked the short distance down her hallway to the bedroom.

She popped open the breaker box and flicked the switch on for the unit. She had read an 
article recently that offered tips on how to keep electric costs down and shutting the main power 
off on appliances and electrical units you did not use throughout the day was the main 
suggestion. It was a pain in the ass but she was all about conserving wherever she could.

The microwave hummed into action as the glass tray rotated in a circular motion. She really 
wanted a cup of French Roasted coffee lightened with her favorite Hazelnut creamer but, she just 
could not afford to shell out that kind of money right now. 

She removed her cup when the timer went off and squeezed the remaining herbal liquid 
from her reused bag. She knew the tea was better for her anyway for warding off colds and flu 
which she was so afraid of getting when she had no insurance. 

Alana knew her situation was only going to get worse the colder it got and stopped at the 
local Family Dollar store just the other day for six more boxes of Green Tea. 

Her fingers were numb until she wrapped them around the heated cup and her body quaked 
as the warmth teemed through her. She shut off the breaker and moved to the couch, wrapping 
her quilted throw about her legs. The snow falling outside was mesmerizing until the sky 
darkened as nightfall set in. 

She wondered if the apartment above and below her had their heat on yet. Since this was her 
first winter at Rivers Edge, she did not know whether or not their heat would help insulate her 
own apartment from freezing throughout the heart of the season. If today was any indication of 
how cold she would be despite their cushioned warmth, Alana feared she would literally freeze 
or die from pneumonia.

She knew she had no choice. She had to take that chance and keep her apartment as cold as 
she could stand it. There just was not enough money coming in to set her thermostat higher than 
fifty-five degrees.

God, what I would give for a hard, warm body to cuddle up to right now.
The vision of Dylan Clayburn popped into her head. She closed her eyes to relish in the 

magic of what such an encounter would be like.
She hugged her knees to her chest and slowly rolled the soft, warm surface of her ceramic 

cup against her lips and cheek and lost herself in the pleasure of the moment. It had been so long 
since a man held her in his arms. She found it hard to recapture what the sensation would be like 
to have his tender lips brushing against hers, or that exquisite, quavering explosion that erupted 
when two heated bodies melded together as one.

"Sweet Jesus," she blurted, shaking such heated thoughts from her mind as she took two 
more sips from her cup.

She could not help but reflect back on their last encounter. It seemed just like yesterday 
instead of nearly a week ago when he took her by surprise while out running. He was slick that 
one and his offer for her to join him for dinner had been tempting. Well, at least, to her rumbling 
stomach it was. Yes, she thought, she came real close to buckling under his debonair charm and 
that smile ... god ... that smile of his was a weapon of its own.

Her lips curved naturally from the mere thought of him. She shook her head and sighed with 
the deepest reservation. Despite the upscale community in which they lived he had no clue ... no 
clue what a desolate failure she was. There was no way she could ever consider entertaining him 



when her apartment was as frigid as a Siberian out house. She certainly couldn't cook him a 
delicious meal. Her cupboards were so bare; they would not even keep a mouse happily in 
residence.

Smooth men like him weren't to be trusted. It was simply a known fact, she nodded 
convincingly. They were the type to promise the sun, the moon and the stars and never deliver. It 
was obvious he was an accomplished, wealthy and successful business man. Clearly someone 
like him would never understand her plight or admire her tenacity for surviving during such a 
difficult time. A man like Dylan Clayburn would expect the woman in his life to be just as 
polished and financially secure.

She was once. She sighed. 
Will I ever be that woman again? 
It would not matter to him that she was a victim of the economy and Wall Street. Yes, she 

thought. She was better off avoiding him ... better off protecting her heart ... better off trying to 
stay alive and getting used to being alone.

She leaned forward, reached for the remote and depressed the on button. It did not click and 
she instantly remembered the plug was pulled from the wall. She placed her cup atop her glass 
coffee table and hugged her quilt to her as she moved across the living room and, reached behind 
her flat screen. She lifted the power cord and placed the plug into the wall jack and returned to 
her sofa. When she pressed the button again, it buzzed loudly as white snow covered the screen.

"Oh for Pete sake!" she barked as she switched it off and back on again. 
When the same whiteout covered her screen, she picked up her cell phone and dialed her 

cable provider to discern if the storm outside was causing a technical problem in the area.
The answer she received was disheartening; however, as she learned her cable service was 

just disconnected due to her high overdue balance.
"I won't have any reception at all? What about the local channels? Can I at least get them?" 

she squealed frantically into the ear of the customer service rep. on the other end of the line.
The woman responded in a much calmer voice. 
"I'm sorry, Ms. Waverly. Once you've been disconnected of service, you'll have to either 

satisfy your balance in full or invest in a digital-to-analog converter box in order to receive your 
local stations. They usually run anywhere from twenty-five to forty-five dollars in stores like 
Walmart."

Alana huffed, "Damn it," disconnected the call and started to cry. 
The only enjoyment she had right now was tuning into her favorite programs that aired 

throughout the week. It was just another strike against her, another debt that was piling up she 
could not stay on top of. Alana knew her power could be next if her luck did not change and the 
thought of it was strangling. She plopped back against the sofa and let the darkness envelope her. 
She felt so terribly alone and scared. Her nose ran as she started to cry, her stomach growled with 
hunger and her body trembled from the cold.

She was so looking forward to a newly advertised Hallmark movie that was due to come on 
in less than an hour, a haunting story of love and survival. She could not drive over to her 
daughter's because she did not have enough gas to get there. There was no one in the complex 
she knew well enough to get herself invited. It sucked. It sucked major league. And then she 
remembered the twenty-four-inch flat screen in the community room downstairs that no one ever 
used. 



She could curl up on that big plush leather couch with her blanket and the thought of it 
placed an instant smile upon her face. And the fireplace, would toast her bones for a few hours at 
least. It was more excitement than she could stand and she bounced ... and bounced ... and 
bounced on her sofa expressing joyfully, "I'm gonna be warm!"

She went into her bedroom to change out of her scraggly clothes, pulled an oversized fleece 
hoody over her head, slipped into a matching pair of soft, boot-cut pants, tied the drawstring at 
her waist and donned a thick, comfy pair of athletic socks.

With blanket, cell phone and keys in hand she exited her apartment and headed downstairs 
to the community room.

---
Dylan was restless and failing miserably at finding anything worthy on the hundreds of cable 

channels available to him. He glanced at the antique grandfather clock occupying the corner of 
his living room and surprised it was already one a.m.

He pushed himself up from his comfortable armchair with its collage-style upholstery and 
intricately carved solid maple legs. He loved his overstuffed chair but tonight for some reason, it 
did not offer the same comforting effect.

He walked to his spare room to see if there was some fetching title that would catch his eye 
from the small library lining the bookcase along the widest wall. His eyes scanned a collection of 
classics he always enjoyed reading but nothing caught his fancy. He browsed the more 
contemporary fictions written by some of his favorite authors like Chisham, Crichton & 
Patterson. 

He loved to read biographies of the greatest historical leaders of all times regardless of era. 
He was intrigued by men and women who created wondrous opportunity from ashes and 

also the diversely different cultures from around the world. Nothing caught his interest at all and 
he felt restless for something ... something not quite the norm. 

Just like my life. He contemplated briefly. 
Life was good that, he could not argue, but he was tired of the same old same old ... the 

same old jaunts, the same old dinners he prepared all alone and the same women he gravitated 
towards. 

Well, maybe not one woman in particular. He corrected. 
It still irked him how easily Alana slipped away from him over a week ago despite his 

efforts to win her favor. He would make sure it would not happen again. There had to be 
something else he could do. He was not use to this. Women swarmed to him. He could not help 
but wonder why she was so elusive and evasive. It bugged the hell out of him. 

Shit! Maybe she liked women. Nah! 
He shook his head. Not a woman like her. He could always tell them apart. There was an 

absence in their eyes and the way they approached a man said, "Hands off." 
Maybe it just was men in general. And if so, who or what did they do to make her so leery 

and afraid of embracing companionship? What happened to cause the light to fade from her 
eyes?

He looked back toward his library and it was then he remembered the collection of 
paperbacks and hard covers in the community room downstairs donated by the residents in the 
building. Perhaps, he would find a pearl amongst them; he mused and left his apartment to see.



As he exited the stairwell he swore he heard conversation coming from that direction and 
stopped abruptly.

"So much for that," he said as he spun about to retreat back upstairs. He slowed his pace; 
however, when he thought he heard what sounded like a commercial coming from that direction 
and moved forward to investigate.

The flat screen was definitely on but Dylan did not see anyone in the room. He wondered if 
whoever had been there, left without turning the television off. He opened the door and poked 
his head inside before stepping in. He took a few steps forward, then walked around the sofa 
table and stopped dead in his tracks when he saw her.

Stretched out on her side sound asleep, was the mysterious woman he could not get out of 
his thoughts. 

A floral quilt had fallen to the hardwood floor and one arm was nestled beneath the fluffy 
side cushion of the couch. Her lustrous blonde waves were fanned about her face and the 
curvaceous slope of her hip made his blood pound feverishly through his veins. Her hoody had 
shimmied up while she had slept revealing soft skin and a flat belly that tempted Dylan to reach 
out and touch.

It was hard to digest why such a beautiful woman was all alone and then he noticed wadded 
pieces of tissue crunched within her fist and wondered if she had been crying. An overwhelming 
desire to protect her shocked the hell out of him and he shook his head absently to try and 
disconcert his lack of reasoning.

You came down to look for a book, remember? Get it and go. 
His body did not obey what his mind instructed. His feet were rooted to the floor as his eyes 

devoured her. He absorbed every feminine line, the soft rise of her chest, the scent of her 
perfume and heated blush of warmth to her cheeks. She was exquisite and he was mesmerized. 
Should I leave, he wondered. She can't sleep here all night. She'll get cold eventually, won't she?

He chewed on his lower lip as if it were a light meal and then threw his hands up and spurted 
in a loud whisper, "This is madness." 

He mumbled as he moved to the large arm chair parallel to the sofa and plopped down, 
resting his elbows on his knees and his chin in his hands, watching her. 

What the hell am I doing? Why the hell am I still here? It's just a woman sleeping on a 
couch. A woman you hardly know and a woman who clearly doesn't want to know you! 

He rubbed the stubby shadow along his jaw and snorted. 
Why am I even having this god damn conversation with myself? 
He jumped to his feet and moved toward the door until his heart was lassoed by a heart 

wrenching whimper. He stood for a moment frozen; listening with such intensity he could hear 
his own pulse pounding in his ears. Another cry resounded behind him and he moved with a 
flash and squatted down beside her. He watched as she battled tearfully with a dream that gave 
rise to tremendous sadness.

Dylan wanted to wake her, but was afraid he would startle her. He did not want to leave her 
in such a grievous state. Instead, he did the first thing that came to mind.

He brushed his fingertips softly through her hair and massaged her scalp in a slow, soothing 
motion as he shushed her with a soothing tone. Seconds passed and then moments before her 
whimpers began to finally subside. He reached his other hand out and tenderly wiped the tears 
from her cheek with his thumb.



Absently, she reached for his hand and snuggled it against her cheek. When she moved it 
closer to her lips, it was like a bolt of lightning seared his soul. The reaction was immediate and 
sent him teetering off balance. He righted himself quickly, but the movement woke her.

His smile was warm and inviting as he drew his fingers from her hair and cupped the back of 
her head tenderly. He kept his voice low, above a whisper as he gazed into her sleepy eyes.

"Don't be alarmed," he offered. "I came downstairs for a book. You were crying in your 
sleep. I did not want to leave you like this."

When she realized she was still cradling his palm against her cheek, she let go of it 
immediately.

Dylan felt as though it was the greatest loss ... the magic broken and he wanted it back.
She dabbed at her eyes with the Kleenex she still had crumpled in her hand and slowly rose 

to a sitting position.
"I'm —"
Dylan reached out to tenderly caress her arm and shook his head.
"It's okay. Life is painful sometimes. We just can't let it defeat us."
She looked ethereal and he wanted nothing more than to draw her into the protection of his 

arms. He wondered if he said too much, presumed the opposite of what she was feeling. It was 
obvious something was distressful in her life and sharing it with a stranger was farthest from her 
mind. He did not want to leave and hoped she would respond in some small way.

She hugged her legs to her and appeared awkward with him so near.
Dylan reached down for the quilt on the floor and handed it to her before he took a seat at 

the other end of the couch.
"This is a beautiful room. Do you come down often?"
She wrapped the blanket around her knees and tucked it under her socks and nodded.
"I love the fireplace. It's the one thing I wish our apartments had especially this time of 

year," she replied shyly. She gazed at the clock on the far wall. "It's very late." 
He cleared his throat, rose and moved to the back of the couch. 
"Guess I'll just mosey out of here then." He scrunched his face. "God, did I just say mosey?" 
She giggled and his spirit lifted. 
"That wasn't a cue for you to leave you know," she replied.
He scratched his head and thought for a moment what to say and went with what came first.
"It wasn't?"
She shook her head and smiled. 
"No. But if you want to mosey along," she giggled again.
Dylan moved forward shaking his head and hands defensively. 
"No. No. I just thought you'd prefer ... you know ... to be alone after -" 
She patted the cushion beside her. 
"I'm always bolting away from you," she said with a tight smile. "It's terribly juvenile. I'm 

sorry."
Dylan sat on the edge of the cushion, uncertain as to where the boundaries lie between them 

and opened his mouth to speak.
She raised a finger to deter him. 
"I ... I know you're hoping for some explanation, but I can't give you one ... not now ... 

maybe ... yet. But thank you, Mr. Clayburn -" 



"Dylan," he interjected.
She nodded slightly and smiled. 
"Dylan. Thank you ... for your kindness this evening." 
She rose, draped the blanket around her shoulders and moved forward to retrieve her cell 

and keys from the coffee table. 
"I think I'm going to turn in."
Dylan wanted to ask her out but knew better than to push the envelope with her just yet. He 

made great progress this evening and did not want to take two steps backwards. He knew he had 
to give her space and time to think about how comfortable they were just now with each other. 

He thought to offer walking her up to her door, but immediately decided against it.
"Well good night then, Alana. I'll just stay and try to find that book I came down for." He 

smiled.
She moved to the other side of the couch to exit the room.
"Pleasant dreams," he called out as she exited the room.
When she turned slowly and smiled, the warmth that radiated in her eyes filled him with joy 

because he knew he was the cause. It was silly, he thought, to get such pleasure from just a 
smile. Coming from a woman like Alana, it was more like a gift.

They made great strides tonight; he sighed, and sat down on the arm of the sofa. As he 
looked at the book case, finding something to read lost its appeal. It was then he realized fate was 
beginning to prove his greatest collaborator and he prayed it would continue. Time was on his 
side and winning her favor was definitely a possibility. 

Nothing was going to deter him and whatever was disabling her spirit, he was the man 
destined to set her free. 

“Don’t audit life.  Show up and make the most of it now.”

CHAPTER 5

When Alana opened her apartment door... there it was ... another long stem yellow rose just 
like the others she received over the past ten days.

"Number ten," she smiled wistfully as she leaned over to pick up the single crystal vase it 
was placed in. 

She closed her door and added it to the other nine gracing her kitchen table and released a 
deep sigh. Again, there was no card attached, but she had a pretty good idea who the sender was 
as Dylan Clayburn came to mind. There was no other explanation. She lived in a secured 
building and never once got buzzed a delivery was being made. The first rose arrived the day 
after he found her crying in the community room.

She knew the color yellow symbolized friendship, gladness, and delight and it was those 
emotions she was feeling at that very moment. She could not remember the last time she 
received flowers from a man. Despite the apprehension that was pecking away at her resolve, she 
could not restrain the joy she felt being the recipient of his intentions. She appreciated the fact he 



did not ply her with another invite to dinner and liked his thoughtful approach. Perhaps, he was 
not the kind of man she perceived him to be. But then, she thought, that's exactly what she 
thought about William, Rob and Tom. They filled her heart with hope. They could have been the 
one. They too offered wonderful possibilities. 

Alana wanted so much to believe in the magic again. Was it so wrong, even at her age? He 
was a persistent one. She frowned reluctantly as he knew nothing of her grave situation. He 
would learn of it eventually.

How would he react when he did? What would he think of her then? Would he desist with 
his cavalier charm or take the time to truly discover who she was?

There were more important things in life, especially her writing. One thing unemployment 
availed was the time to write. After multiple rejections, a publisher finally decided to give her a 
chance. Even though she was not given an advance, her lifelong dream had finally come to pass.

To Love Again was her focus now. It could be the catalyst to rise her up out of the ashes. 
She was going to place all of her energy into making it happen. It was exhilarating to watch 
things taking root. Her biggest surprise was an invitation to participate in a national insurance 
company ad campaign, Mutual of Omaha's "Aha Moment." Today was her day for taping. She 
knew the film producers also invited local media to attend the tapings and had no idea if they 
would be there for hers.

Alana tried to quell her nervous jitters as the wall clock chimed the hour. She leaned over to 
breathe in the fragrant scent of her roses and could hardly contain her excitement. This day quite 
possibly could be the beginning of something wonderful and set off her writing career.

--
The Mobile RV surprised Alana when she arrived for her taping. It had been gutted to 

accommodate a portable recording studio yet it held a surprising appeal with an attractive interior 
design and upscale convenience. Raised cherry paneled doors complimented the carved crown 
molding along the ceiling. There was a small sitting area to great guests with designer window 
treatments and a galley kitchen where refreshments could be offered, meals could be prepared, 
and the production crew could eat while traveling. 

She was introduced to the camera technicians, two producers and three assistants upon 
entering. She signed a generic waiver giving permission to air her taping as an edited sixty-
second commercial if; it was one of the top ten chosen for the upcoming season beginning the 
following month.

The producer, a thirty-something male with Harpo Marx hair and the personality of Robyn 
Williams, instructed her on what to expect and gave a run-through of the questions he would be 
asking. By the time the introduction was over, Alana was comfortable with her surroundings and 
the people who would be watching from behind the scenes. She expected to expose some of the 
most difficult and private aspects of her life but in her heart, she knew it was something she 
needed to share. She wanted her message to reflect ... never allow fear to disable you from 
accomplishing your dreams and goals in life. No one knew that better than she did. 

She was led to the taping chair in front of a mid-grey back drop. Huge thousand-watt 
tungsten, tota lights hung overhead and were directed at her along with various microphones. 
She could feel the heat of the lamps immediately despite the fact the trailer was air-conditioned. 



Multiple viewing monitors were mounted on a wall to her left while two digital video 
camcorders were propped on tripods in front of her.

It was both intimidating and exhilarating at the same time and Alana tried to absorb every 
moment into memory to keep it with her forever. A young lady in her early twenties moved 
forward and blotted her face with translucent powder to diminish the sheen created by the heated 
lighting.

"If you're ready, Ms. Waverly, we'd love to begin," the producer began. "I apologize for the 
lighting. I know you're warm so we'll try and get this done in one taping okay?" 

Alana smiled at the producer and nodded. She took a deep breath and expelled it slowly. Her 
attention was immediately diverted, however, by two men entering the trailer. When they came 
closer into view, she recognized the midday news anchor from one of the local television stations 
moving forward with a cameraman in tow.

The producer turned to greet him and they exchanged a handshake and brief conversation as 
they both looked in her direction. 

Alana became extremely nervous knowing she was the topic of their conversation. She knew 
the producer was probably relaying briefly her personal story and wondered if the anchor would 
deem it popular enough to tape for their dinnertime news segment. 

She did not have to wait long as the three men moved forward. The anchorman offered a 
charming smile as he extended his hand in introduction. 

"Ms. Waverly, hello, I'm Mike Camry from TV 13 News. Would you mind if we taped your 
session and interviewed you briefly when you're done?"

Alana's insides quivered excitedly. She gave him her warmest smile and clasped his hand in 
greeting.

"I'd be honored, Mr. Camry. Thank you." 
The anchorman stepped behind the camera and the producer relayed the first question he 

would ask as soon as the green light on the cameras switched on. 
The entire taping was over in twenty minutes and Alana found herself being led outside 

where comfortable patio furniture was grouped beneath a huge awning for the purpose of outside 
interviews. 

She reassured herself as she sat down opposite Mike Camry. 
Today is quite possibly the first day of the rest of my life. 
She felt more relaxed now that she survived her first professional taping and settled back to 

enjoy her interview with the popular news anchor. 

--
Dylan was engrossed in a spread of story boards strewn about his desk when his Executive 

Assistant, Marci Phillips, entered his office. 
"You wanted me to interrupt you when the five o'clock news was about to air, Mr. Clayburn. 

You've got just a few minutes," she stated as she walked to his sitting area, picked up the remote 
and clicked the power button. "The station called and confirmed your ribbon cutting ceremony 
today for Unity House would be on at the start of the hour as headline news." 

Dylan did not respond. His assistant raised her eyes and shook her head as a smile graced 
her lips. 



She moved forward to stand in front of his desk with her arms crossed at her chest. She 
cleared her throat loudly to get his attention. 

"You're either ignoring me or really reevaluating that story board." 
She chuckled loudly when he offered a blank stare. She leaned forward to flip over the 

colorful illustrations.
"You can fade out for fifteen minutes and jump cut to that flat screen over there," she 

pointed. "Your coverage of today's ceremony is about to begin."
Dylan's face alighted with a warm smile.
"Where would I be if I didn't have you to keep me on track, Marcie?"
"Lost ... truly lost," she chortled as she plopped into the barrel leather chair in front of his 

desk.
Their attention was drawn to the screen as TV 13 anchors Sheila Gibbons and Mike Camry 

came on air while the channel's theme music filled the room.
"Good evening TV 13 viewers, I am Sheila Gibbons with my host Mike Camry welcoming 

you to our 5 p.m. broadcast. Making the news today is the exciting ribbon cutting of the old St. 
Mark's school that has been converted into an upscale community center called Unity House. But 
first, let's go to your interview today, Mike, with a local author who was invited to share her 
"Aha Moment" nationwide." 

Dylan bolted forward to turn up the remote when Alana Waverly's face appeared on the 
screen.

"I'll be damned," he yelped. "It's her."
"Who's her," Marcie startled. 
He shushed her with a wave of his hand and plopped on the edge of the sofa and leaned in to 

catch every word being spoken.
"Mutual of Omaha ended their nationwide Aha Moment commercial taping tour today 

interviewing 10 local individuals selected from more than 500 candidates. I got to sit down with 
Ms. Alana Waverly a debut author who resides right here in Waynesport." 

The shot panned to Camry and Alana sitting outside the RV with the Aha Moment Signature 
Banner as back drop.

"I've been told that some seriously defining moments have been discovered during this tour, 
Ms. Waverly, and you most definitely had one. Care to share what that moment was?" 

Dylan caught his breath as a calming peace softened her features. 
You have never looked more beautiful, he thought.
As she gazed into the camera, he felt as if she were looking straight at him and a radiant 

smile spread across his face. 
She pondered briefly before sharing her thoughts.
"Life does not always give us what we deserve, Mr. Camry, and I've had more than my share 

... multiple layoffs, foreclosure, my mom having cancer. It's the choices we make, that define us 
despite those hardships. I didn't allow my fears of failing as a writer keep me from trying after 
everything else that happened and just kept pushing forward ... hard."

"Very wise words, Ms. Waverly. I understand you have a book signing for your first novel, 
is that correct?" 

"Yes," her smile alighted with joy, "next Sunday from 3-5 at Borders in the Milton Center 
Mall." 



"Well TV 13 viewers you can catch Alana's Aha Moment on Mutual of Omaha's official 
website at ahamoment.com. We have a link to her website on our home page along with the info. 
on her book signing. We wish you every success Ms. Waverly." 

Dylan clicked off the TV and leaned back to reflect upon what he had just seen. 
Marcie moved forward and stood before him.
"Aren't you going to watch your segment," she asked. 
Dylan shook his head no and rose as he placed his hands into his pant pockets. His 

fascination with Alana amazed him despite the fact he hardly knew anything about her. He 
moved toward his desk and slid into his chair.

"Let's wrap it up for today, Marcie. I'll see you in the morning okay?" He smiled. 
His assistant looked puzzled but did not question his early dismissal of her, said her 

goodbye, and exited the office. 
He centered his attention on his computer screen, clicked the icon for internet access, and 

went to the site to view her aha moment. He was touched by her openness and knew it must not 
have been easy to expose herself in such a manner. Clearly, life had not been easy for her. 

He decided to do a Google search and was amazed by the numerous entries featuring her 
articles that linked to her blog.

"Holy Cow!" he sputtered. 
The hits were in the six digits, her followers numbered nearly sixteen thousand and after 

reading a few articles, he completely understood why. She had gained quite a following in the 
four years her blog was in existence and she used it very well. 

When he saw the cover of her book in the upper right hand corner and the video of her book 
trailer right below, he nodded approvingly. He clicked on the trailer and was impressed on how 
exceptional the thirty-second spot was designed. The book cover was linked to her author site 
and he scrolled down the page, reading the impressive reviews she already accumulated. Just 
below were the first two chapters of her book. 

Dylan rose and moved toward the corner of his office where his Keurig Brewing System 
was situated and selected a Caramel Vanilla Cream cup, popped it into the element and pressed 
the brew button. In a matter of seconds, it was ready. He flipped the switch off for the overhead 
lights and the area around his desk looked warm and inviting from the glow cast by the amber 
and jade plum glass tiles of his Tiffany desk lamp. 

He kicked off his oxford's, leaned back in his chair, threw his feet up on his desk and relaxed 
as he started to read Chapter One of her published novel, To Love Again.

 “It’s never too late for a happy childhood; however, the second one 
can be even better than the first.  It’s all up to you to embrace it.”

CHAPTER 6

Alana arrived half an hour early for her book signing and nearly fell over when she saw the 
anxious crowd of women already in line standing awaiting her arrival. She was surprised to see 
an extravagant floor display nearby along with a poster size copy of her book propped on an 
easel to the right of a table. 



She walked to the register area, introduced herself and the young female cashier escorted her 
to the manager's office. The manager was a jovial, stocky woman in her late sixties and 
extremely exuberant over the unexpected attendance.

"I'll have you know, Ms. Waverly, in all my years as manager of this store; I have never seen 
a local author draw such a crowd. I mean truly." 

Alana chuckled. "I'm just as shocked. I assure you. It must have been the coverage I got -"
"On 13 ... I know," the manager cut in, "saw it myself and that's when the calls started 

coming in." 
Alana's jaw dropped and she stuttered, "Ca ... calls?" 
The manager nodded like a bobble-head. 
"I know. Amazed the crap out of me too! Generally, we order fifty copies for a local 

signing." She raised her hands to emphasize. "Not that we question your popularity, mind you. 
It's just been our experience that local's generally don't pull in many. But women were calling in 
to reserve an advance copy for the signing and it forced us to rush in an additional five hundred. 
Can you believe it?" 

Alana staggered and the manager reached out to grab hold. 
"Goodness gracious child. You're not going to faint on me now, are you?" 
Alana shook her head slowly as she tried to formulate her words. "I ... I just never ...you ... 

you did say five hundred right?" 
The manager's mirth was contagious and Alana joined in as the reality of her good fortune 

began to sink in and they hugged warmly. If what she said was true, today could reap her 
royalties in the thousands. Even though she would not see it until the end of the quarter, it would 
help tremendously with her debt. 

The manager grabbed her digital camera and accompanied Alana to the designated area.
"Just a heads up dear," she winked with satisfaction, "I called the local stations to let them 

know there has been a run on our store for the first time in its history. So be ready for a flourish 
of bright lights coming atcha real soon." 

Alana could not believe her luck. Her eyes lifted as she mouthed a silent praise of thanks and 
slipped her arm through the manager's as they bustled toward the front of the store.

"If you don't mind, I'd like to ... oh my God!" Alana gasped as her eyes scanned the never-
ending line of excited fans. 

The women burst out in cheers when they recognized her and Alana waved excitedly. 
"Thank you. This is just way too cool," she chuckled gleefully. 
She turned toward the manager and asked her if she would not mind taking a few photos of 

the waiting crowd and then excused herself to take her seat at the awaited table. The manager 
returned, set up two piles of books to Alana's left, snapped a shot and waved for the women at 
the front of the line to move forward. 

The scene instantly turned into an excited, yet controlled pandemonium and Alana's eyes 
misted with joy as her long awaited dream began to unfold before her. Within thirty minutes of 
the started event, the local stations along with the FOX affiliate arrived to cover her debut. Alana 
made a mental note to contact them later for a copy of their tapings and knew in her heart that the 
surprising response could just possibly open the door for network interviews on the Today Show 
and maybe even, Oprah and, The View. 



The two-hour scheduled time slot went by in a haze and barely put a three-quarter dent in 
the awaiting crowd. Alana told the manager she would stay until the last book available was 
autographed and promised to return if there was a new demand. 

Her cheeks ached from the hundreds of snapshots taken posing with fans but it was the most 
enjoyable discomfort she ever felt in her life. The staff doted on her in celebrity fashion and after 
the first half hour replaced her folding chair with a Queen Anne armchair from one of their cozy 
reading areas. She was thrilled that both of her children stopped by with their families and were 
able to share in her successful experience. 

When there was less than fifty fans left to meet her, Alana excused herself for a ten-minute 
bathroom break. Her excitement level had not dwindled and while she rinsed her hands she 
hardly recognized the vision of the woman looking back at her. There was a healthy flush to her 
cheeks and a sparkle in her eyes that had not been there in a very long time. This was one of 
those moments that would forever be a replay in her mind and she smiled as she retouched her 
lipstick, fluffed up her hair and exited the bathroom. 

Her attention was immediately distracted by a huge bouquet of pink roses, hiding the face of 
its carrier as the person slowly rode up the escalator from the rear entrance to the store. When the 
vase was lowered to chest level, Alana became cemented to the floor and gasped aloud in 
shocked amazement when Dylan's face came into view. 

She was awestruck by how incredibly handsome he was and the smile that ignited upon his 
face when he noticed her, melting the hardness within her to a puddle at her feet. She could not 
utter a sound or move and feared hyperventilating the nearer he came. 

He shifted the vase in his left arm and encircled her waist with his right, snuggling her close 
against his chest and planted a soft kiss upon her cheek.

"I hear you've caused quite a stir," he released her, extended the vase and then stepped away 
slightly. "These are in celebration of your very first signing and continued success Alana." 

She accepted the breathtaking arrangement and breathed in the fragrant scent.
"Dylan they're exquisite. Thank you for the gift and delivering them personally." 
He reached forward to retrieve the vase. He nodded toward the awaiting line.
"Let me carry this for you. Looks like you still have some ladies waiting."
"Oh! Thank you. I just took a brief bathroom break." 
She briskly scooted forward and apologized for her absence as she took her designated seat 

while the next fan moved up to the table for her signature copy.  Alana could hardly contain her 
nervous excitement as she briefly stole a look Dylan's way and noticed him in conversation with 
the store manager. They seemed rather acquainted and Alana thought it almost odd but dismissed 
the thought knowing how outwardly friendly an individual he could be. 

She was astutely aware of his nearness and was flustered by his attentive stare. It was hard to 
concentrate, forcing her to repeatedly ask the women their names. She was thankful he did not 
arrive when the crowd was enormous yet smitten by the fact; he not only made an appearance 
but arrived with a stunning bouquet in hand. 

When the last book was signed, the manager moved forward clapping her hands excitedly. 
"What a day ... what a day for you my dear! Two of our other locations called with 

astounding news. Your presence is requested in Saratoga and Glenville at your earliest 
convenience as they too have received numerous requests for a signing. Isn't that wonderful?"

Alana moved forward and squeezed the woman affectionately. 



"Yes it most certainly is."
The manager placed a small card in Alana's hand. "Here is the name of each manager and 

their phone number. I wish you the best of luck dear and much continued success. I'll email you 
the photos taken here today as well. It was such a joy having you with us." 

Alana accepted the hand extended before her. "The pleasure was mine and an experience I'll 
keep with me always. Thank you so much for your kind attention." 

Alana turned to find Dylan propped against the table waiting for her and she stepped 
forward, a warm smile gracing her lips as her heart threatened to pound out an opening clear 
through to her chest and expose itself. 

"You didn't have to wait," she lied. 
"It is a rule you know," he pointed emphatically, "that when a debut author has their first 

signing, they must immediately follow it with the celebration of a toast." He smiled warmly 
before continuing. "This wonderful day can't end with you simply going straight home. May I be 
the one to celebrate it with you?" 

Alana struggled with the idea of leaving with him. Her lips parted, but she could not speak. 
Her eyes quickly scanned the room, but they did not see what was there in front of her as her 
mind argued with her conscience. 

No. You must say no! 
Her gaze fell to the stunning bouquet on the table behind him and she nervously looked up 

into his beautiful grey eyes. She did not read deception in their depths. His tone had been warm 
and genuine; he did not fidget but leaned with a comfortable sense of assurance and patience. 

He pushed himself away from the table, took a step closer and tilted his head slightly to the 
side. 

"Perhaps, you had another offer." 
She was hypnotized by his scent which was a mixture of musk and the cold crisp air of the 

outdoors. The chemistry was even stronger than the first time they met.
"No," was the word that escaped barely above a whisper. 
She did not flinch when he reached out to tenderly clasp hold of the tip of her fingers and 

drew them to his delectably sculpted lips. A shiver coursed through her from the simplicity of his 
touch and his eyes alighted with glee as he noted her pleasure. 

"Come with me Alana," he tempted softly as he drew her nearer, not letting go of her hand. 
He turned it over and his lips brushed the tender inside of her wrist and a rush of air softly 

filled her lungs. His eyes were a fixation she could not pull away from. His masculine scent was 
even stronger as he moved closer and the heat radiating off his body was so intense she felt the 
warmth brush her skin.

She wanted to ignore her inside voice's warning. The attraction was too extreme and she 
nodded in the affirmative instead. 

Dylan's smile was dazzling and her heart fluttered in her chest. 
"Wonderful," he hailed and turned to retrieve her coat neatly folded on a side table to the left 

of her chair. 
He held it open behind her as she slipped her arms through. He leaned forward to pick up 

her purse, handed it to her, turned to gather up her vase then extended his arm to escort her from 
the building.



 --

A formidable male host bowed and extended his hand in greeting upon their entering the Ole 
Bryan Inn. 

"Mr. Clayburn, such a pleasure to see you! It has been a while. We were so glad to hear from 
you this morning. We have your table waiting. Follow me please." 

Alana could not contain her surprise and ribbed him in the side and laughed when he reacted 
like a naughty boy who got caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

She gazed upward at the exposed ceiling beams and then at the brick walls as they left the 
quaint bar area and entered an inviting dining room with its own cozy fireplace nestled in the far 
corner of the room offering a genuine old-world charm. Enchanting artwork, hanging plants, 
largely decorated wreaths and other tasteful details complimented the natural stone walls adding 
a touch of romance to the 18th century ambiance. Everywhere she looked, fall colors of russet, 
burnt orange and cranberry to celebrate the season of Thanksgiving were all about aligned with 
cornstalks, pumpkins and beautifully decorated swags that hung above the windows. Beautiful 
silk arrangements adorned each of the tables. She loved the welcoming appeal and smiled with 
excited glee as they were led to an adoring table set for two opposite the fireplace. 

"Dylan this is simply beautiful."
"I take it you've never been here before?" he replied as he pulled out her chair for her to sit.
"I've heard of it often but the opportunity never arose, I'm afraid. I'm so glad you chose it. 

It's heavenly." 
A young male waiter appeared immediately impeccably attired, his crisp starch white shirt 

looking newly purchased and he bowed respectfully.
"A drink sir before I take your orders?" 
Dylan nodded his accent and replied, "A bottle of Torbreck Shiraz Barossa 2005."
"Right away sir," the waiter responded and left instantly.
"A wonderful choice," Alana said as she fingered the silverware lightly. 
"Are you a connoisseur of wines, Alana?" 
Alana nodded and smiled as she interlaced her fingers and poised her forearms over the table 

setting.
"Quite by accident I assure you, but a pleasant one nonetheless. A few years ago a client 

gifted me with a membership to a rather exclusive wine club. For one whole year I received two 
bottles a month from wineries all over the world. Torbreck was one of my favorites. But then 
too, I love Yellow Tail just as much," she chuckled lightly.

"My dad always said it wasn't the price of the bottle that determined the quality, but the 
liquid inside," he reflected sadly.

"Your father is no longer with you?" 
Dylan's look of surprise caused her to apologize.
"I'm so sorry. I shouldn't have said that." Her heart tugged for the pain she saw registered on 

his face and the tears that misted his eyes. 
Alana reached over the table and tenderly laid her hand atop his. He slid his hand out from 

underneath and clasped hers to tenderly stroke it with his thumb. 
"He was the best father a boy and man could ever ask for. I miss him terribly. BUT ... this 

hour is about you and your wonderful accomplishment today."



Alana slowly slid her hand free and tapped his wrist as if playfully scolding. 
"You were pretty confident I would accept your invitation and reserve this table in advance, 

Mr. Clayburn."
His impish reaction was too adorable to hold him in a negative light and Alana giggled 

lightly.
"You are forgiven sir," she dipped her head slightly. "But," she pointed, "Don't get too 

cocky."
The waiter approached with their wine, uncorked the bottle, poured a tiny sampling for 

Dylan's approval, filled their glasses appropriately and took their dinner orders. 
Alana could hear soft instrumental music filtering through an overhead sound system which 

fit in nicely with the soft crackling sounds emitting from the logs in the nearby fireplace. The 
perfect setting for a romance novel, she mused as she looked at the handsome man sitting across 
the table from her. 

Dylan lifted his glass in toast and Alana wanted to melt into the carpet when he reached for 
her hand and placed a tender kiss atop it. 

"Ralph Waldo Emerson once said the invariable mark of a dream is to see it come true, and I 
am honored that you have allowed me to share that dream with you today." 

A pleasant chill ran the length of her spine and she knew she was in trouble. 
The waiter arrived with their appetizers and the timing could not have been more perfect. 
Alana was grateful for the interruption and she could tell from the way Dylan gazed at her, 

he knew she accepted it as a point of salvation. 
The butter-flied jumbo shrimp coated with coconut & Japanese breadcrumbs, then deep-

fried to a golden brown and served with a coconut lime dipping sauce melted in her mouth. She 
tried her best to eat slowly and savor each bite as it had been a very long time since she had 
anything so appetizing. Both she and Dylan ordered the same entrée. Their freshly cut choice 
Filets were rubbed with a roasted garlic and black pepper blend; grilled to their liking and then 
broiler finished and topped with caramelized Spanish onions. Their side dish of homemade red 
bliss mashed potatoes and an array of steamed garden vegetables finished the dish. 

They ordered coffee with a small shot of Bailey's to settle their overly-packed stomachs and 
left the restaurant nearly two hours after they had arrived. 

Dylan drove her back to the mall where she picked up her car and he followed her like a 
gentleman. During her lone drive home, she chewed over how she would diplomatically avert 
any romantic overtures she expected Dylan would try to make. He was a healthy, virile all-
American male and his physical attraction towards her was fairly obvious. She could not deny 
she found him rather appealing and if she was in a more emotionally and financially stable place 
in her life, she would definitely jump his bones. 

She hummed softly to a Martina McBride song playing on the radio and reflected back on 
their evening together. There was not one thing she would have changed. There was not one 
moment of dead air between them as their conversation flowed with ease.

He shared personal stories of his childhood and the close relationship between him and his 
sister Celeste who now lived in Torrington, Connecticut with her husband and children. There 
was a common thread they shared yet, she did not disclose her years of experience in marketing, 
public relations and sales. She felt comfortable telling him about her children and grandchildren. 



Dylan Clayburn was a man she certainly could become comfortable with but there was also 
so much more she did not know. The fact that he was so accomplished and successful was a little 
intimidating. Alana did not have the luxury of going to college. Her wealth of experience came 
purely from doing, learning and embracing life. She could not help but wonder if he would find 
her lack of collegiate parchment a shortcoming. 

They pulled into their community and when his sleek Mercedes parked alongside her car, 
she could not help but feel way out of his league. She came from a dysfunctional family and 
maybe not the wrong side of town, but definitely not his. She sighed deeply, turned off her 
ignition, and smiled up into those beautiful grey eyes of his when he reached down to open her 
door. He carried with him her vase of roses and the beautiful bouquet emitted a fragrant scent as 
a soft breeze wafted about them. 

She looked up at the full harvest moon set against the clear night sky and smiled. 
"Did you ever see anything so beautiful," she sighed?
"As a matter of fact I have," he replied as he gazed down at her with lustful eyes. 
Alana pretended she did not get the gist of his response and turned in the direction of their 

building entrance and moved forward. They entered the elevator together and their ride was brief 
to the second floor. She felt awkward walking beside him down the corridor to their separate 
apartments. It felt like they were a couple already and she wondered if he was thinking the same. 

She gazed over at him and again her heart fluttered when he winked and gave her a smile 
that elevated her blood pressure above normal. 

This man could quite possibly be detrimental to my health, she thought. 
Her heart raced, skipped, pounded, and turned upside down and inside out whenever he was 

near. High school was in the past and she certainly did not want to revisit it again, but he had a 
habit of making her feel like a giddy school girl and she liked it. 

When they arrived at her apartment door Alana released a soft sigh as she reached out to 
accept the vase of roses he extended before her. He grabbed a hold of her keys, unlocked and 
opened her door and placed them back in her hand.

"This was definitely a day for the record books," she smiled warmly. 
"Thank you Dylan for completing my day with a wonderful dinner and your gracious 

company." 
He reached out to tenderly cup her chin in his hand and softly brushed his thumb across her 

lips.
What would she do if he moved in for a kiss? Her hands were full. She could not stop him. 

Should she move the vase in front of her to block him? Should she just say goodnight and turn 
around quickly? It would be rude to turn her head away after all he had done. She prepared 
herself for a kiss she knew would come and clasped the vase a little tighter in fear of dropping it. 

He returned her smile, caressed her cheek and slowly dropped his hand to his side.
"The pleasure was mine Alana. Good night." 
He gallantly turned and moved down the corridor whistling softly on his way. 
Well I'll be damned! 
She could not believe he did not lay a wet one on her when she was ripe for the plucking. 

She certainly underestimated him and Alana found herself rather impressed with Dylan 
Clayburn. He was a man full of surprises and she could not help but wonder what else he had up 
his sleeves.



“However good or bad a situation is, it will change.”

CHAPTER 7

The next three weeks were going to prove her toughest yet, Alana surmised as she finished 
opening her mail and became disheartened by the bills that were beginning to pile up. Her two 
other book signings were just as successful as her first. The downside, however, it would be 
another two months before she received her first royalty check. 

It was only the second week of November and she had no clue how much longer she could 
hold the creditors off. Her freelance marketing business she started shortly after losing her job 
had dwindled and she prayed the one client she had left did not bail on her. Her creditors were 
not happy. 

With a flick of her wrist, she tossed the envelopes midair and did not care where they 
landed. She was disgusted with how things were not coming together fast enough. She was so far 
behind, catching up seemed hopeless. 

She walked to her spare room and sat down at her computer. She checked the inbox of her 
email and just stared at the screen. 

If things got any tighter, she would be unable to stay afloat. She spent the entire morning 
downloading resumes to a total of eight new positions she found on a popular Help Wanted 
website. A week ago it was three applications and the week prior to that another two, not one had 
responded. 

She was not being selective, by any means. She would clean houses, run errands, type her 
fingers off or stand behind a register all day. She just wanted to make extra money and create 
some sense of security for herself. Being so low on the food chain, scared the hell out of her, and 
she was at her wits end how she could possibly rise above it all and do any more than she had 
already done. 

She had sent out countless articles to all the major papers, hoping they would find talent in 
her writing and hire her as a reporter or blogger. She solicited all the marketing and public 
relations firms she could think of accept for Dylan's within a forty-mile radius and pitched her 
multiple talents in their fields. There were fifteen temporary employment agencies in a three-
county region and all of them were overwhelmed by the extreme number of unemployed in the 
area and did not have enough openings to fill the demand. 

It was sad. It was ludicrous. It was sinful the state their economy was in and if she could get 
her hands on all those bastards in the public and private sector who caused its downfall, she 
would force them to experience her struggle, humiliation, destitution and fear, if only for a short 
while. 

Her laundry was piling up and she desperately needed to buy detergent in case she got a call 
for an interview. She pushed herself away from her desk and decided to take a quick ride to the 
Family Dollar store. She opened her purse and found three singles in her wallet and confident it 
would be enough to purchase a small bottle of some no-name brand. 



Alana was in and out of the store in no time and heading home when the blare of a siren and 
a LED light bar and strobes from a police cruiser were flashing behind her. 

"SHIT ... PISS ... DAMN!" she hollered when she gazed into her rear view mirror and knew 
the light show was meant for her benefit and no one else's. 

Alana slowly pulled her car over to the shoulder of the road and put her flashers on. She 
knew she had not been speeding, did not run a red light or break any other traffic infraction she 
could think of.

When she quickly gazed at the corner of her front windshield, it dawned on her. 
She was a few days over renewing her registration. 
"Lord, if this is your idea of a joke ... god damn it ... it isn't funny!" she belted out loud and 

pounded her steering wheel with her fists. 
She unbuckled her seatbelt, leaned forward and pulled the latch to open her glove box. She 

reached inside and drew out a small leather pouch containing her insurance and registration 
cards. Just as she depressed the button to roll down her window, a female officer's face came into 
view and Alana silently prayed the woman would be sympathetic to her plight.

"License and —" the officer was cut off as Alana handed her what she needed.
"Um Officer ... Officer LaBelle," she asked noting the name tag pinned on the female's 

chest. "May I ask you something please?"
"After I check your license and registration," the officer responded curtly.
Alana chided to herself. 
Just wonderful, a female cop with an attitude.
Alana waved her hand to catch the officer's attention regardless.
"Well that's just it, Officer. My registration ran out just two days ago and I can't afford to 

renew it until the end of the month." 
The Officer opened her mouth to speak and Alana interrupted.
"Please ... Officer ... I know. I lost my job and I'm barely making enough to keep me from 

becoming a bag lady. I desperately needed to get detergent at the dollar store so I could do 
laundry in case I got called for an interview. Please, Officer. If you give me a ticket, I won't have 
the money to pay it. I beg you please." 

"You're breaking the law," the officer retorted coldly. 
Alana sighed and closed her eyes briefly. "Have you no compassion?"
"For puppy dogs and babies, lady, not people breaking the law." 
Alana was livid. Inasmuch as the officer's job was to serve and to protect, it was also to 

show a sense of compassion, be supportive and help at a time of need. This broad clearly did not 
give a frig. Alana was old enough to be her mother and the woman's lack of professionalism and 
respect grated against everything Alana stood for in life.

"I wonder if your mother would approve of your heartless attitude," Alana blasted.
The look of shock registered on the officer's face gave Alana the nerve to continue.
  "I don't know who rained on your parade today, young lady. But I just hope someone 

shows you just a smidgen," she emphasized pinching her point finger and thumb together, "of 
kindness some day when you most need it and at the lowest point in life. Go," she waved her 
hand in dismissal, "you do what you're paid to do?" 



The officer stomped off and Alana cursed knowing she should have kept her temper in 
check but the gall of that heartless snot sent her over the edge. It wasn't as if she was a criminal 
for Pete's sake. I mean really, she thought. How could anyone be so downright cold hearted? 

Puppy dogs and babies ...the little smart ass! 
Alana fumed. And then the song Beautiful by Christine Aguilera played over her radio and 

she lost it as the haunting words exemplified the pain and hopelessness she was feeling.
Every day is so wonderful ...then suddenly... it's hard to breathe 
Now and then I get insecure ... from all the pain ... I'm so ashamed 
I am beautiful no matter what they say. Words can't bring me down
I am beautiful in every single way. Words can't bring me down ... so don't you bring me 

down today.
Alana could not stop the tears. It was one thing after another. She wanted nothing more than 

to feel whole and safe and secure again. But situations just like this kept on happening. Time and 
time again she kept getting beat up by life, by people, by circumstances. She knew a ticket could 
cost as much as a hundred dollar fine. It might as well be a thousand because she just did not 
have it. 

Talk about luck ... what luck? If it wasn't for bad luck, she'd have none at all. 
She looked up into her rearview mirror and knew the officer was calling in her license to see 

if she had any priors she could arrest her for. She watched the officer exit her car and Alana 
wiped the tears from her eyes. She did not want to give the officer the satisfaction of knowing 
that she was upset. Alana did not say a word and just looked at the officer with blank emotion. 

The officer extended her license and registration with a flip of her wrist. "Have a nice day," 
she stated with an air of civility.

Alana extracted her cards from the officer's hand and did not acknowledge her forced 
generosity. She refused to utter the word thank you and pushed the button to buzz her window 
closed in the officer's face. She leaned forward to replace her registration in the glove 
compartment and noticed that the officer retreated. Alana snapped on her seatbelt, shut her 
flashers off, turned her directional on and slowly moved back into the slow lane to finish her 
two- minute ride home. 

She blew out a long cleansing breath and was thankful her choice words influenced the 
officer's decision to not cite her. 

When she arrived back at her apartment, her stomach rumbled as a reminder she hadn't eaten 
anything yet that day. The last decent meal she had was a week ago at the Ole Bryan Inn with 
Dylan and her stomach protested even louder. 

She opened up the cupboard above her microwave and took out a box of cereal and fixed 
herself a bowl. She would have another bowl later in the afternoon, her normal peanut butter 
sandwich for dinner and a handful of mini carrots later in the evening. 

She could hear the wind gust loudly outside and saw dark clouds sweeping in threatening 
rain. 

Gotta get a run in, she thought, to relax her mind and keep her blood pressure at bay. 
She clicked on the TV to catch a few minutes of the Today Show while she finished her 

cereal. She could not believe it was nearly Thanksgiving and in less than two weeks the holiday 
season would begin. Alana hated even thinking about it. The news centered on the Rockefeller 
Christmas Tree arriving in midtown Manhattan via truck and being greeted by Al Roker. 



She flicked off the remote, rinsed out her bowl, changed into her running shoes, grabbed her 
iPod, dropped her keys and cell into her fanny pack and headed out the door. 

The wind was blustery but Alana did not care. All she needed was a twenty-minute run, 
which meant a quick stint through the Industrial Park and swinging back around. She depressed 
the button on her iPod and Rob Stewart's Sometimes When We Touch began its serenade. 

She loved her pure romance playlist she downloaded onto her iPod. It had nearly five 
hundred of her most favorite tunes from artists like Michael Buble, Jim Brickman, Celine, Nat 
King Cole, Perry Como, Frankie Valli, Barry White and all the other great romantics.

If she could be faulted for anything, it was the plain and simple fact that she was a diehard 
romantic. It did not matter what age a woman was or whether she was a feminist or not. We all 
dreamed of marrying our Prince Charming and sharing a life forever filled with love, laughter 
and romance. 

Celine's The Power of Love filled her mind and the lyrics were spot on. To Alana it wasn't 
about the power of money or success that was important. It was the power of love. She missed 
that so much more than anything. If she had that, the rest would not matter. She was a strong 
woman, but fear was slowly consuming her ... she was losing her edge and she wanted to get it 
back. It was hard being alone when life constantly worked against you. Yes, she had three great 
book signings. She needed a whole many more to keep her out of debt. The news coverage she 
received was local and the "Aha" commercial might help open the door to one of the networks. 
All she had to do was figure out a catch to make that happen. And possibly then, things might 
change for the better. 

The sidewalk ended up ahead and Alana was forced to step out onto the pavement and 
hugged the edge of the road as she continued her run. She always ran facing traffic so she could 
see what approached her. This time it did not matter when a black Dodge Ram pickup careened 
around the corner, ran the red light as she passed through the intersection and hit her with such a 
force, it sailed her body twenty feet into the air. 

“Life isn’t tied with a bow, but it’s still a gift so, embrace the moments you’re given”

CHAPTER 8

Dylan was not happy the weather was quickly changing for the worse as he noticed the 
ominous dark clouds moving in overhead. This was the first time in weeks he was able to sneak 
out of the office early. He was hoping to convince Alana to go for a run with him.

The last time they were together caused a constant rerun playing over in his mind. He could 
not believe how comfortable it was to be with her. He could only hope that when she looked at 
him she saw a man and not a fat money clip. 

He chuckled. Clearly, she thought him a player, but that was okay. He knew she had been 
hurt and disappointed. She carried it like a cross. She was gun shy and he could work with that. 
He was willing and determined to use every gesture possible to win her favor. 

The traffic was heavy on the arterial going North he traveled on the way home. He quickly 
glanced at the clock on his dashboard and noted the time was 3:15 p.m. He totally forgot that 



state employees ended their 7-3 shift and traveled the same route as well. He shifted down to 
second gear as the traffic light changed from green to yellow. He could see up ahead a long line 
of stop and go traffic and decided to take the next right as a short cut to his apartment complex. 

The moment he turned the corner and neared the traffic light, he recognized Alana in the 
distance and a feeling of disappointment washed over him. She beat him to the run. Still, a smile 
spread across his face as he watched the beautiful grace of her stride approaching the intersection 
up ahead of him. He rolled to a slow stop as the traffic light turned from yellow to red. Just as he 
raised his palm to blow his horn and catch her attention, the beauty of the moment was stolen 
from him.

His eyes grew wide with horror and a scream escaped his lips as a gruesome scene unfolded 
before him. 

The terrible sound of screeching tires, broken glass and the sight of Alana's body sailing 
upward and hitting the pavement played out in front of him. It was only a matter of seconds for 
his traumatized mind to register what had just occurred before he threw his car into park and 
flung open his door. 

He was there beside her broken body in three sprints and his continual screams of worry 
mirrored the torment that filled his being. He flipped open his cell, dialed 911 and gave it to a 
stranger who just knelt down beside him. 

"Please," Dylan cried, "will you talk to the dispatcher?" 
The stranger's eyes registered shock as he quickly looked upon Alana and bobbled his head 

as he reached for Dylan's cell and took it from his hand.
"Jesus," the stranger stressed, "sweet Jesus," his voice trembled as he placed the cell to his 

ear. "Ya ... yes ... I need to report an accident ... dear god ... send an ambulance to the 
Waynesport Industrial Park at the 787 turnoff of Dyke Avenue and ... and," the stranger gazed up 
at the road sign for the cross section, "and Industrial Park Road." 

Tears streamed from Dylan's eyes as he scanned Alana's body. There was definitely a 
compound fracture of her tibia when he noticed the broken bone protruding from her left leg. He 
was afraid to move her and knew the most important thing he could do was to keep her warm. 
He remembered a plaid woolen blanket was kept in his trunk for any emergency and asked the 
stranger by his side to retrieve it and shut off his engine. 

The stranger bolted to the car Dylan had pointed to and returned in a matter of seconds. 
Dylan took off his suit coat folded it into a pillow and was ready to place it beneath Alana's 

head when the stranger pulled at his arm to stop him. 
"I wouldn't do that in case she has a neck or head injury," he suggested strongly while 

shaking his head. 
Dylan nodded his agreement and stressed. "Yes, you're right, you're right," and tossed his 

jacket to the side. 
Dylan tucked the blanket around Alana and silently prayed for the ambulance to arrive. 

Tears continued to stream from his eyes as he wiped the dribble from his nose with the back of 
his arm. He did not care what happened to the driver of the truck who hit her when he looked up 
and saw where it collided into the steel traffic light pole on the opposite corner. 

Dylan could tell the occupant's body was flown forward over the steering column as blood 
smeared the glass from where his head impacted the windshield, which was splintered like a 
spider web. 



"I can't believe that bastard ran the light," the stranger hissed. "He had to see her coming. 
There wasn't anything blocking his view." 

A blare of sirens began to rent the air and Dylan prayed like he never prayed before. 
Dear God protect her through this. 
He bent over her and tenderly kissed her lips and forehead and brushed his cheek softly 

against the warmth of hers. He moved his lips against her ear and whispered softly.
"Be strong Alana," he whimpered. "Please be strong for you, for me, for us." 
He was not shocked those words passed from his lips. He knew right there and then she 

meant more than anything in the world to him. His heart was hers and he wanted to shout it to 
the heavens. He did not want to lose her and prayed she would not slip through his fingers now 
that he had found her. 

"Christ! You know her," the stranger shuddered. 
Dylan's head nodded slowly as he caressed Alana's cheek softly.
The stranger's eyes filled with tears as he looked down at Alana and back into Dylan's eyes. 

He reached out to curl his fingers around Dylan's shoulder and tugged lightly. 
"God I'm sorry man. I saw everything ... everything. I hope she pulls out of this for you," the 

stranger's voice broke with emotion. 
The ambulance and an emergency fire unit screeched to a halt and technicians exited with a 

controlled speed and presence he found comforting.
"I need to ask you both to step back please." The first technician asked as he knelt at Alana's 

side. "Are you a relative sir?" The technician inquired. 
Dylan shook his head with dismay. "No, but we've been dating. She's very dear to me. Her 

name is Alana Waverly. We saw the whole thing." 
A police officer moved to Dylan's side as he rose and the officer touched his shoulder lightly 

as he briefly looked at the stranger and nodded his head. 
"Officer Martin, sir. You said you witnessed the accident?" 
"Yes we did," the stranger beside Dylan responded as he handed Dylan back his cell phone 

and keys.
Dylan nodded at the stranger and bent down to retrieve his suit coat. 
The officer clasped Dylan's forearm lightly. 
"Sirs, if you please, could you step over here to answer some questions while the E.M.T.'s 

work on the young lady?" 
Dylan's feet felt like they were encased in cement when he tried to move forward alongside 

the stranger. He lost his balance slightly and his confused look signaled the Officer as to his state 
of mind.

The Officer slowly guided Dylan to the curb and assisted him as he lowered himself to the 
ground while the stranger squatted beside him. 

"The shock to the brain witnessing something like this can do strange things to the body sir. 
Just take a moment to collect yourself." The officer directed his attention to the stranger. "And 
your name sir?" 

The stranger stood and extended his hand. "Michaelson ... Warren Michaelson." He gazed 
down at Dylan and their eyes locked. "I'm sorry about your girlfriend. I'll be happy to testify ... 
this is horrible ... just horrible," his voice shook with emotion. 

Dylan reached out his hand in gratification and Warren clasped it strongly.



"Thank you," Dylan replied, "thank you so much." 
The officer faced them both. "Gentleman may I see some identification before we proceed ... 

just policy, mind you?"
Dylan felt a little steadier and rose as he slipped his wallet from his back pant pocket. He 

looked ahead to watch what was happening with Alana while the other witness did the same and 
handed his ID over to the officer. The sound of thunder rumbling in the distance caught his 
attention and he looked up briefly.

"Officer please, I'm worried about Alana and —" 
The Officer noted the name on his license and touched his shoulder lightly as he gave him a 

concerned look. 
"Mr. Clayburn, it will take some time to stabilize Ms. Waverly. Because her open fracture is 

exposed to the air, there is a very significant risk of infection. The technicians need to clean and 
wrap the site and also decide if other life threatening injuries exist before she can be stabilized 
and transported. We have a chopper in route to fly her to the trauma center. But, we'll be done 
before that." 

Dylan nodded his understanding, wiped the tears from his cheeks and inhaled a long, 
cleansing breath to try and calm his nerves. Then he slowly recapped for the Officer precisely 
what happened as it began to replay in his mind. 

Less than fifteen minutes passed when a helicopter appeared in the near distance and 
hovered over the area as cars and inquisitive onlookers were maneuvered out of the way to allow 
a place for it to land. It was an impressive scene as the strong wiz of dual blades filled the air and 
double engines hummed as the craft with the markings of Trenton Trauma Center slowly 
lowered for a soft landing within a foot from where Alana's body was now lying atop a stretcher 
awaiting transport. 

An intravenous line was attached to her arm and an oxygen mask was aiding her breathing. 
Her leg was packed and wrapped between an oversized splint for mobilization and a sterile 
wrapping covered her entire head where large patches of bright blood had already begun to seep 
through.

Dylan was assured she was sedated heavily to deal with the pain and trauma of her injuries. 
One of the EMT's walked over with her fanny pack in his hand. He extended it to the police 

officer, but the officer nodded in Dylan's direction. 
The doors to the cockpit slid open and Dylan assumed a nurse and doctor exited the copter 

and watched as they moved quickly to Alana's side. They checked her over briefly, nodded their 
heads in agreement and helped lift the collapsible gurney into the back of the cockpit area, 
secured the gurneys legs to the floor and closed the door. The landing skids lifted off the ground 
and the huge bird was skyward its direction East carrying what Dylan realized was the love of 
his life. 

He turned and extended his hand to the other witness. "Thanks, Warren, for offering up your 
testimony. I know Alana will need it when that bastard is pulled into court." 

Warren pulled him into a man hug and squeezed Dylan's shoulder with his hand. "I hope 
everything works out for you man. I really do and you can bet your ass I'll be there when the 
time comes." 

Warren Michaelson took a step forward to shake hands with the Officer before retreating 
back to his car. 



Dylan zipped open Alana's fanny pack, removed her cell phone and pressed the menu button 
in the center. He scrolled down to her contact list and when he saw Alana's daughter's name 
highlighted in red he knew her children needed to be told right away and he wanted to be the one 
to tell them instead of the police. Dylan told the Officer what he wanted to do and the Officer 
nodded his agreement. Dylan pressed the send button and a soft female voice answered on the 
third ring. 

"Hi mom. Watcha doin?"
"Yes hello. I'm sorry. This is Dylan Clayburn a close friend of your mother's."
"Oh ... yes ... hello, Mr. Clayburn. Is my mom with you?" she asked with uncertainty. 
Dylan's insides quivered and he blew out a long breath before answering. His voice shook 

with emotion as he responded. 
"Emily, I'm sorry this is the first conversation we must share, but your mom," he gulped, 

"your mom has been in a terrible accident and is being airlifted to Trenton Trauma Center."
A chilling gasp and then a heart wrenching wail blared in his ear. 
"No ... not this on top of everything else she's been through. Is ... is she -"
"It's bad, Emily, but she's still alive. Please get there as soon as you can. I'm on my way and 

will meet you at the Emergency Room."
"Thank you," she cried softly and the line disconnected. 
Dylan nodded to the Officer who acknowledged with a wave he was finished what he was 

doing and moved forward.
"If you're ready sir," the Officer called out, "I'll escort you to Trenton since I need to follow 

up with the attending physician about the blood tests I've already requested be taken on the 
driver." 

Dylan nodded his head in the direction of the Dodge Ram. "Will the bastard live?" 
The Officer nodded yes. "Minor concussion according to the techs and a broken collarbone," 

he snorted. "It never fails. Because of the alcohol consumed, he was as limber as a stuffed toy at 
impact. I know it's not fair. But, if convicted, he could spend the next five years behind bars." 

The Officer patted Dylan's shoulder. "Come on. Let's get you to the hospital. The sooner I 
get his samples; the sooner I can arrest him for what he's done here."

Dylan stopped, turned and gave the officer a sour look. "You said if. What makes you think 
that won't happen?" 

The officer gave him a thoughtful look. "Look, Mr. Clayburn, all of the variables are here. 
However, there are no guarantees until the gavel hits and a jury decides." 

Dylan sneered and his fingers curled into tight fists at his side as he glanced over at the 
second ambulance while the bastard who hit Alana was being boarded. 

The officer patted Dylan's shoulder with the utmost support. "You need to let it go for now 
and focus on Ms. Waverly." 

Dylan gazed at the officer and noted the concern mirrored in his eyes and nodded his head in 
agreement, turned and walked toward his car. 

A twenty-minute drive was accomplished under ten by the time they pulled into the 
emergency room parking lot at Trenton Trauma Center. Dylan let the Officer take the lead as he 
knew the uniform of authority would accomplish more than he could ever pull off for someone 
not classified as family. The head nurse was pretty direct as to Alana's injuries. A CT determined 
a subdural hematoma, the most serious of head injuries so she was taken into surgery 



immediately to try and reduce the pressure on her brain. There were other injuries to her left side 
due to the point of impact. Her left arm was broken along with a fracture to her hip that could not 
be addressed until she was stabilized. 

The Officer gave instructions for contact regarding the blood results on the driver and 
shifted to offer his best wishes to Dylan. As he turned to leave, a small entourage of individuals 
burst through the emergency entrance drawing Dylan's attention. 

The minute he noticed the petite, attractive blonde with beautiful amber eyes swollen from 
crying, he knew it was Alana's daughter, Emily. Dylan moved forward immediately and 
extended his hand in greeting. 

"You are the spitting image of your mother," he confessed as he covered her hands with his. 
"Emily, I would know you anywhere. We talked on the phone. I'm Dylan." 

He nodded toward the nurses' station. "The nurse was filling the Officer and me in as to your 
mom's injuries. I'm sure you'll want to know." 

Emily nodded as tears streamed from her eyes and she clasped her husband's arm with a 
death grip, looked toward her brother and pointed. 

"That's my brother Matt, and this is my husband Michael." 
Dylan nodded and stepped to the side as Alana's family moved forward and introduced 

themselves to the head nurse. When they finished their introductions, the nurse directed her 
attention on Dylan with a puzzled look. 

"And who are you?"
"Dylan Clayburn mam," he extended his hand and she shook it warmly, "I was on my way 

home and witnessed the accident. She wasn't even a mile from our apartment building when it 
happened." He cleared his throat as his voice began to shake with emotion. "We've been ... 
well ... we've just started dating. I care for her a great deal and would like to stay, if I may. 
Please?" 

The nurses' smile was genuine. "That's up to the family, Mr. Clayburn." 
The nurse looked toward Alana's family and Emily was the first to speak. Emily reached out 

and touched Dylan's arm tenderly.
"Yes ...most definitely. Mom mentioned you and spoke of you kindly. I'd like you to stay 

here with us ... so ... so we can get to know you better." 
Dylan brushed her cheek softly. "I'm so sorry it's under such circumstances, Emily. But, 

thank you." 
Knowing Alana had spoken of him to his family, made him feel even closer to her. She was 

certainly a woman who guarded her feelings. Now he only hoped to have the chance to let her 
know how he really felt. The nurse interrupted.

"Would you happen to know who your mother's insurance carrier is by any chance?" 
Emily sent Dylan a shy, nervous smile and stepped up close to the counter and spoke in a 

hushed tone. 
Dylan stepped back but still could not help but overhear the conversation.
"This could not have happened at the worse time nurse, I'm sorry," her voice quivered as she 

shook her head sadly. "My mother lost her job more than eight months ago along with her 
savings and investments. She has no insurance." 

It was like strobes of light were flashing in his brain signaling why Alana was so evasive. 
She was in financial ruin. I'll be damned! Even though she drove a crazy ass convertible, lived in 



an upscale senior community and dressed like a class act when she had to, she had lost it all and 
was too afraid to let anyone come close enough to find out. She was afraid that she wasn't good 
enough for him. It had to be that.

"Well," the nurse interjected, "let's focus on getting your mom better for now and we'll 
worry about the small stuff when we have too, okay?" 

“When it comes to going after what you love in life, don't take no for an answer.”

CHAPTER 9

Four days passed and Alana remained in a coma.  When Dylan entered the private room he 
had ordered for her, he was glad to see she was removed from the ventilator and breathing on her 
own.  The intensive care nurse on duty relayed an EEG had been taken earlier that morning and 
no abnormal activity had been detected.  They were extremely confident she would awaken 
shortly as her brain was taking its needed time to heal and recover from surgery.

 Despite the fact her prognosis was good, Dylan was still gravely concerned as he sat in the 
chair beside her bed.  He looked at the flat screen instrument panel overhead and noted that her 
breathing was normal and her heartbeat was strong.  He reached for her hand and drew it to his 
lips, kissing her fingertips softly and slowly.  He turned her palm in his hand and pressed his lips 
to the tender skin of her wrist.  All he wanted to see was those beautiful amber eyes looking back 
at him. 

 He removed a CD from his coat pocket and inserted it  into the player  beside her bed. 
Emily had met him earlier that morning so he could download Amanda’s favorite playlist from 
her computer.  

“There you go beautiful,” he smiled.  “One of these days you and I are going to dance to 
every single one of these songs together,” he promised as he bent over and placed a soft kiss 
upon her lips.  

He silently prayed that none of her functions would be debilitated.  He wanted nothing more 
than for her to have the life she deserved.  Dylan had spent a lot of time with her children 
Matthew and Emily the past couple of days.  He had learned much about the woman who had 
captured his heart and respect.  He was so pleased they were comfortable enough with him to 
share with him wonderful stories about their mother. Her life had been a difficult one the past 
decade.  Despite it all, he found her to be a remarkable woman and hoped this new challenge did 
not break her spirit for good. He reflected on his conversation with the surgeon who did her brain 
surgery.  He had told Dylan that Alana’s hematoma had been small and was removed from the 
right temporal lobe.  Even though the truck impacted her on the left, the blow to her head 
occurred when she hit the pavement.

There was a possibility her perception and understanding of speech could be affected, or not. 
Some patients find it hard to talk, remember someone, even incidents in their past to varying 
degrees.  The good news was because the severity of her hematoma was greatly reduced, those 
symptoms would go away after a while and only a short period of rehabilitation would be needed 
to assist her back to her usual level of function.  All she had to do was open her eyes.

He looked about the room as he continued to caress her hand softly with his thumb and 
noticed a book lying atop the bedside locker on the other side of her bed.  He knew that reading 



to a patient was good and figured, why not?  He had an hour before he needed to return to the 
office.

Dylan chuckled when he lifted the soft paperback into his hand and began to read the
cover out loud.
“The Law of Attraction,” he chuckled softly.  
It had to be Emily who left the book here, he thought.  He flipped over the book and read 

some of the back cover blurb and wondered about the “Laws” that supposedly governed the 
Universe and how one could make them work to their own advantage.  How great a world it 
could be, he thought, if everyone could manage pulling that one off.  Still he was intrigued with 
the concept and chuckled again.

“What do you think, Alana?  Shall we traverse into the unknown and discover how this all 
works?”  

He walked around the foot of her bed and sat down by her side.  
“What the hell,” he shrugged.  “It couldn’t hurt.”  He blindly opened to a section and began 

to read in a low, soft voice.
“The Law of Attraction is the most powerful in the Universe, but you must understand it 

before anything else.  It is the basis of everything you see.  It is the basis of everything that 
comes into your experience.  It is awareness and an understanding of living life. Hmm ... this is 
pretty deep,” he remarked.  “In fact,” he emphasized with flair, “it is essential to living the life of 
joy you came forth to live.

 The Law of Attraction says,” Dylan pointed ardently, “now listen up cause here comes the 
zinger, Alana,” he joked, “as the saying goes, like will attract like, negative draws negative and 
the most popular of all that holds true is that birds of a feather —”  

Alana finished his sentence in a raspy whisper. 
“Flock … together.”
Dylan shrieked, “Holy shit! You spoke.  You’re awake.”
“I … did.  I … am,” she frowned.  “Who are you?” 
Dylan swallowed his heart and tried to hide his disappointment.  He expected this would 

happen.  He knew this would probably happen.  The doctor told him it could happen, but he was 
hoping it would not have been him she did not remember.

“Why I’m Dylan there beautiful.  Your boyfriend,” he replied.
So I’m telling a little white lie.  We dated.  She likes me and I’m crazy about her.
Her brows creased with uncertainty as she stared at him.
“The doctor said you might not remember everything right away.  I guess that means me 

short term.” 
 He shrugged and sat at the side of her bed, leaned forward and kissed her with a soft 

firmness for a lingering moment.  
“Not to worry, sweetheart.  A guy like me is hard to forget for long.”
Her reaction to his touch gave him the greatest hope as she pressed her palm over her heart 

and a smile graced her lips.
Butterflies, he thought.  I think I just gave her butterflies.
You’re …a … a confident one.”
 He reached forward to caress his palm against her cheek.  
“Only where you and I are concerned I am,” he smiled.



 He jumped when he realized that he did not call the nurse and pushed the call button beside 
her bed.  The nurses’ voice came over the intercom and he belted out with glee.

 “Sleeping Beauty has awakened!”  
They heard cheers and clapping in the background and both he and Alana chuckled happily.
 “We’ll be there in a moment, Mr. Clayburn,” the nurse replied.  
Alana’s voice was shaken as she looked about the room with uncertainty and winced with 

pain as she moved too quickly in bed.
“Why am I here?  What happened to me?”
Dylan hesitated and sent her a wary look.  He was not sure whether it was a good idea to get 

into the particulars just yet.  He was afraid it might trigger something and cause a relapse.  He 
preferred to let someone on the medical staff break the news to her in case something happened.

“Why are you afraid to tell me?”
Dylan sighed softly and shook his head.
“It’s not that I’m afraid, Alana, it’s just that I think someone on staff should … oh thank 

god!” he exclaimed as the doctor on call and nurse entered the room, “Alana just asked me what 
happened to her and why she was here, doctor.  I didn’t know whether –“

The middle-aged balding attending raised his hand and replied with a gentle smile. 
“We’ll handle this.”   
He moved to Alana’s side and checked her eyes with a penlight and smiled warmly at her as 

he checked her vitals.
“Do you know your full name?” he asked softly.  
She nodded slowly. “Alana Waverly.”
“And you have no recollection of what happened to you or why you are here?” the doctor 

continued.
Alana’s eyes began to mist with tears and she shook her head in reply.
The doctor patted her hand tenderly and sat down beside her on the bed.
“You had a terrible accident, Ms. Waverly.  A gentleman ran a red light while you were 

running and sent you flying quite a distance.  You suffered what we call a subdural hematoma to 
the right temporal lobe -”  

Alana’s eyes grew wide with horror and she blurted. 
“My god am -”
The doctor cut in, took hold of her hand and held it between his palms and patted it tenderly.
“There’s no cause for dismay.  You were airlifted by the very best responders and we got 

you into surgery right away.  That issue was taken care of.  However, how you understand things 
could be affected,” he raised a finger, “or not.  Some patients find it a little difficult to formulate 
words, remember a word or someone they should know.” 

Alana’s eyes darted quickly in Dylan’s direction and she reacted with unease.
The doctor picked up on her discomfort.
“Did you know this gentleman when you woke up?  Did you know his name?” 
Alana gulped slowly and her eyes misted with tears again as she shook her head no.
The doctor patted her leg softly.
“That is expected and will go away after a short while.  As you see,” he pointed to her leg,” 

you received an injury to your leg … a compound fracture.  That should heal nicely and recovery 



time can be upwards of fourteen weeks depending on how quickly you heal and how good of a 
patient you are,” he smiled and winked.  “Lastly -”

 “There’s more?”  She interjected.
The doctor nodded with a thoughtful look.
“I’m afraid so, dear.  Your left hip bone was fractured from the impact but again, we were 

able to repair it in surgery.  I won’t lie, you’ll feel pain, therapy will not be a breeze but you will 
heal and might possibly incur a permanent limp and discomfort like when the weather is really 
cold.  It’s not one hundred percent guaranteed but, I’d rather give you the bad, so if it doesn’t 
happen, it’ll be a magnificent blessing.

You were a very lucky woman, Ms. Waverly… very lucky.  We don’t see many survivals 
after the kind of accident you had.  If everything continues to move along without any 
complications, we’ll be able to release you after you’ve had about a week of therapy with no ill 
effects, okay?”

Alana smiled inwardly and nodded.
“What happened to the man who hit me?”
The doctor shrugged and shook his head.  
Dylan stepped forward to speak.  
“He was arraigned by the judge once the toxicology reports determined he was three times 

over the limit and had a history of drunk driving.  He’s being held in custody by the police.  They 
have an officer sitting outside his room until he’s cleared by the hospital for release.  Then, he’ll 
be transported to the county jail to await trial.” 

Alana shuddered and Dylan moved closer to lay his hand tenderly upon her shoulder.
“Are you okay, Alana?”
When she gazed up into his eyes, hers were shadowed with fear and an overwhelming desire 

to draw her into his arms consumed him.  
The doctor patted Alana’s hand for reassurance and rose to stand beside her bed.
“He will get his just rewards, Ms. Waverly, don’t you fear.  Let’s concentrate on getting you 

strong and well so you can continue on with your life.  Would you like something to relax you?”
Her smile was weak as she responded. “No thank you … I’ll be fine.”
The doctor and nurse retreated from the room and Dylan pulled his cell phone from his side 

pocket and dialed Emily’s number.
“Hi there.  You’ll never guess who is awake?” 
“Oh my god!  Mom?” she squealed.
Dylan laughed happily as he waited for her to calm down and stop screaming in the 

background to everyone in the room with her. 
“Thank god, Dylan.  We were so worried.  Can I talk to her?” 
“Sure, hold on.  Let me tell her first who it is okay?” he answered. 
“Good idea.  I know she might not remember.”
 “It already happened with me.” he admitted.
“I’m sorry,” Emily replied.  “We’ll all help her remember, I promise.”
“I know you will.  Not to worry.  I plan on winning her heart all over again,” he avowed, and 

winked at Alana and flashed her a debonair smile as he turned and looked in her room. 
 When her cheeks flushed shyly he knew he was well on his way.  He walked back into the 
room and handed her his cell phone.



“Alana.  This is your daughter Emily.  She would like to -”
Alana interrupted excitedly. “I remember who Emily is,” she whimpered as she reached for 

the phone.
Dylan placed his cell against Alana’s ear and watched as tears of joy cascaded down her 

cheeks.  
“Hi my precious girl,” she whimpered and began to cry.
Dylan smiled and stepped away to afford her some privacy and walked out into the hall. Life 

was good.  He sighed as though a thousand pounds were lifted from his shoulders.  It did not 
bother him that Alana had not recognized him because he now had the opportunity to build on 
something even stronger, and, there was no way he was going to let her slip through his fingers.

“Life's challenges are not supposed to paralyze you.  They're supposed to help you 
discover who you are.”

CHAPTER 10

Alana wanted to get out of bed and she damn well wanted to do it alone.  She hated having 
to buzz the nurse every time she had to move or take a pee.  This was not going to work she 
argued mindfully.  Just the mere thought of being dependent on someone else for another three to 
four months was incomprehensible.  She had to figure out a way to do this on her own without 
compromising her dignity and sacrificing her progress.  All she wanted to do was stand up on her 
own, maybe even walk to the window and back again. 

 “Just one small stride for womankind,” she mumbled. 
She shifted her weight to her right side and grasped a hold of the bed’s side rail with her 

good hand and shimmied slowly to the edge of the bed.  She huffed and puffed through gritted 
teeth fighting back the excruciating pain emanating from her left hip.  As she swung her 
fractured leg over the side of the bed, it hurt like the dickens even though it was bound tightly 
within a solid splint.  She hissed out loud when she jerked her leg too quickly and tears sprang to 
her eyes.

“Damn …double damn and piss!” she vexed as she placed her injured leg out straight in 
front of her.

Alana looked for a focus point and fixed her gaze on the wall thermostat.  She practiced the 
breathing technique she learned in Lamaze class when she was pregnant to fight through the 
painful contractions during the birth of her children.  

“Hee-hee-hoooo,” she exhaled as she repeated the action over and over again
It was the best pain-management system she could muster as an intensive hot flash rippled 

through her body and erupted from every possible pore.  Her skin flushed and the urge to peel off 
her hospital gown was as intense as the heat and pain she felt.  She knew she was not doing 
anything harmful moving about.  Her hip had been repaired with a metal plate and screws to 
realign the fracture.  Despite the compound fracture to her lower leg, it was crucial that she be 
mobile right away to diminish the risk of complications that generally followed surgery.  



Even though she was comatose for days, she was extremely lucky no such complications 
arose.  As soon as she was given the go ahead by her brain surgeon, therapy had begun days ago. 
She had upward of sixteen weeks before a complete recovery would be made but to Alana, it felt 
more like years.  She wiped the sweat from her brow with the hem of her hospital gown.  The 
pain had finally subsided and she pushed herself up into a standing position.  She made sure not 
to place her weight on her left foot.   Thankfully, her wheelchair was placed beside her bed and 
she managed to lower herself into it.

The powered contraption was pretty jazzy with its inline motor technology, high-back thick 
leather seating and easy joy stick control.  No one would tell her where it came from because it 
certainly was not a hospital issue.  Alana had a pretty good idea though that Dylan was 
responsible not only for the spiffy device but having her moved to the scenic private room she 
now occupied.  She moved the joy stick forward and the motor hummed softly as the rubber 
caster wheels glided across the sterile white linoleum floor.

She loved the view from her hospital room as it overlooked the river that also flowed 
alongside her apartment building.  It was not long ago she stood outside on her balcony 
despondent about life and thinking about death.  Amazing how she could remember that, but not 
a man like Dylan Clayburn.  How ironic it was that nine days ago she faced death and had beaten 
the odds.  Now she was an invalid facing an astronomical medical bill along with sixteen weeks 
of intense physical therapy and possibly more surgeries.  There were so many things she could 
not remember, conversations with friends, moments with her grandchildren and again, her so-
called relationship with Dylan.  She had wracked her brain a hundred times and not one moment 
came to mind.  Emily repeated conversations they shared about him.  But to her, he was a 
missing link.

She could not forget, however, the way her body reacted when he had kissed her the day she 
came out of her coma.   It  seemed familiar  somehow despite  the awkwardness.   She sighed 
regretfully.

“Why such a deep sigh,” his familiar voice came from behind.
Alana was not ready to face him.  Not yet.  She did not feel emotionally strong to ward off 

his charming intentions.  Her gaze was transfixed on the Helderberg Mountains silhouetted in the 
distance.  Their summits were already capped with snow and the thought of fluffy white powder 
and traversed ski slopes came to mind and she wondered if it was a sport she favored and was 
good at.

“Do you ski, Mr. Clayburn,” she asked without turning.
She heard him approach but her eyes stayed glued on the mountains in the distance.  The 

scent of musk and crisp air on clothing seemed familiar and she knew he was standing right 
behind her.

His voice was deep, soft and embracing.  “As a matter of fact I do.” 
Her tone was sterile. 
 “I can’t remember.  I feel as though I might … I simply don’t know,” she shrugged.

Dylan walked around her chair to stand before her and gave her a thoughtful look as she 
gazed up into his eyes.  His hands were drawn behind his back as he moved a step forward. 
       “In a very short while you will remember, Alana.  Dr. Abrams was adamant about that.”
        She looked away and said without hesitation.  



“Not all of it.  Pieces of my mind will drift away like those snowflakes outside floating on 
the wind.”  

Her eyes were haunting as she looked up at him. 
 “You are a puzzle to me, Mr. Clayburn.  I know not who you are or what we shared.  You 

are but a stranger.”
His eyes shrouded with the pain her truthful words caused, but they were words she needed 

to speak as much as it bothered him to hear them.  To her, they had no past or present, even the 
hope of a future together.  She had to be realistic.  She needed to guard her heart against the 
possibility of what may not be.  He needed to understand that.

Dylan squatted closely beside her and when be brought his hands around they clasped a 
beautiful package wrapped in lavender and gold and he placed it upon her lap.

“I have something for you that I hope will help bring a smile to your lips.  Perhaps, it will 
remind you of a very special time we shared together, Alana.  Perhaps, it will trigger the beauty 
and wonderment of that day.”

He leaned forward and placed a gentle kiss at the corner of her mouth.  “I’ll leave you to 
your thoughts.”

Alana opened her mouth to speak and reached out to touch his hand, but he moved to place 
the tips of his fingers against her lips, shaking his head slowly.

“No.  It’s ok,” he cut her off as he cupped her chin tenderly and softly ran the pad of his 
thumb along her lower lip.  “Remember for us,” he whispered and then he stood and walked 
away.

Alana did not watch him leave and stared down at the gift lying in her lap.  She smiled 
inwardly as she slid the beautiful gold bow off the package and carefully ripped the scotch tape 
at the sides and pushed the box through to preserve the wrapping.  The box had the marking of 
Hallmark on the top lid and when she lifted it off, a beautiful sage green leather photo album was 
inside.

Alana lifted the album from the box and gilded script lettering reading “A Moment to 
Remember” was inscribed on the cover.  Slowly, she lifted it and 3x5 shots of her book signing 
appeared before her, each captured moment making her smile widen even more.  The shots had 
been placed in strategic order of how the day had unfolded and it was like a movie clip playing 
out in her mind.  Slowly, she remembered the massive long line of awaiting fans excited to get 
her signature.

She recognized the face of the popular news anchor who interviewed her the day of her 
book.  Pictures of fans young and old, black and white with resplendent smiles looked back at 
her and warmed her heart.  There were photos of her book display and two young stock boys 
carrying a comfortable Queen Anne armchair for her to sit in.  Alana gasped with surprise when 
she saw photos of Dylan standing off to the side holding a beautiful vase containing pink roses 
and her eyes misted with tears.

“He was there,” she whimpered as her fingertips glided over the photos of him.
When Alana flipped over the last page she could not stop the tears which overflowed and the 

soft sobs that escaped her lips.  There were exterior and interior photos of a restaurant called the 
Ole Bryan Inn and a piercing pain stabbed with a blunting force inside her head.

Alana clamped her palms against her forehead and sucked air into her lungs from the 
excruciating pain.  Instantly, the bright natural light coming in through the window hurt her eyes 



and she squeezed them tightly shut.  Tiny white, wavy lines like little worms flashed behind her 
eyes for a matter of moments before they finally went away.  She felt extremely light-headed and 
leaned forward in her chair.

She did not know what to do.  She did not move.  She waited for a few brief moments with 
her eyes still firmly closed.  She was afraid to open them, afraid that she might not be able to see. 
She did not know whether to push the call button for the nurse, but the longer she waited, the 
better she felt and the pain in her head and dizziness finally subsided.

She covered her eyes with her hands and straightened in her chair.  She could feel her 
eyelashes brush against her palms as she slowly opened her eyes.  She breathed in deeply and 
blew it out slowly as she carefully spread open her fingers.  Her eyes were no longer sensitive to 
the light and she dropped her hands into her lap.  She waited to see what else might happen, 
hoping it was not something serious.  

She shuddered. Mindlessly, her fingers ran along the soft plastic sleeves of the album on her 
lap and she looked down remembering what was there.  A flash back popped into her mind and 
she closed her eyes briefly as a live frame came to view of her and Dylan standing side-by-side 
and greeted by the male host at the Ole Bryan Inn.

“I … re …mem …ber,” she sobbed, as she opened her eyes and looked down at the album in 
her lap.

 “He must have gone back to the restaurant and had these photos taken,” she sighed, looking 
at the next photo of the exact table where they sat that night. 

There was also a close up of two dinner plates dressed with the entrée of the Filets they had. 
Butterflies danced in the pit of her stomach when the last photo displayed a close up of a bottle 
of Torbreck Shiraz with a hand printed note taped beneath it that read 

“Waiting to celebrate your homecoming.” 
Alana could not stop the happy tears that fell and realized just how magnificent a man like 

Dylan Clayburn truly was.

“Cry with someone.  It's more healing than crying alone.”

CHAPTER 11

Alana wanted to scream, and swear dirty words she hadn’t used in a very long time, words 
worse than SHIT, PISS and DAMN.  Sweat flushed from every pore of her body, her hospital 
gown was soaked and her cheeks were flushed bright red from the exertion she was expelling.  

She hated her therapist, hated her worse than getting her teeth drilled or a pap smear done.  
Well, maybe hate was too strong of a word.  She sighed in exasperation.  It was more of a 

love-hate bond they had going on. Didn’t everyone have one with their therapist?  
The short, lanky little runt was as strong as a mule and as mean as a steer getting branded. 

Lola Meister pushed her hard and made Alana do exercises that caused pain but, promised great 
results.  It was two weeks into her physical therapy and Thanksgiving came and went.  She 
would commit murder before she was forced to stay in the hospital another holiday, she vexed. 
And despite how much she detested what Lola forced her to do day in and day out for two long 
hours; she knew she would be whole again as an end result. 



 The pain of childbirth could not compare to the torment she had to endure nearly every day. 
It was a struggle forcing herself to walk, compelling her mind to allow her to apply her full 
weight onto her left leg to strengthen her hip.  It was a burning, searing, ripping pain that shot 
down her left side each time Lola drove her to shift her weight.  

Today was no different.  It did not seem as though it was ever going to get better.  The pain 
got worse the more she put her weight onto it, the more she walked and the longer she stood. 
How could she do this?  How could she get past this?  Why was it taking so long?  How many 
more hours, more days, and more sessions would she have to endure before the excruciating pain 
that racked her body stopped?  

She hated being weak and hated the tears she could not stop.  They were as much a part of 
her every day routine as the wails and swear words that escaped from her lips.  There were days 
she hated herself even more for being weak.  Days when she had to share the rehab room with 
children who lost their limbs to cancer and they did not complain.  Days when she was forced to 
exercise alongside young adults who suffered a spinal injury during a sporting event and they 
fought on.  Days when veterans fought endlessly to regain some semblance of mobility after 
being blown apart by an IED attack.

She cringed as she neared the middle of the bars Lola had her walk unassisted.  Instead of a 
mere foot away, the end looked farther than a mile from her reach.  She closed her eyes and 
exhaled two long, slow cleansing breaths, silently willing herself to take another step.  Sweat 
trickled from every pore and her hair matted to her forehead.  She was exhausted from far too 
many sleepless nights and she just wanted to give up.

“The only way out of here is working through it, Alana.  You can do this.” Lola 
prompted.
She opened her eyes and turned her head to send her a threatening glare and caught a 

glimpse of Dylan standing in the door way.  He could have graced any man’s magazine with his 
sense of style and rugged good looks.  But all she wanted to do, was shrivel up inside of herself 
and hide.  She looked like shit and felt even worse and all she could do was lash out at him.

 “Please leave.  I don’t want you here.  I don’t need you seeing me like this.” 
“Well that’s not nice,” Lola reprimanded.
Her therapist’s reproach was like cold water being thrown in her face.  Alana gasped and 

turned her head quickly to hide her face.  Her right hand slid off the balance bar and she 
screamed as she tumbled to the ground more out of humiliation than fear.

Dylan shouted her name and bolted forward, but Lola turned to halt his approach shaking 
her head as warning, mouthing the word “NO” as she pressed her palms forcibly against his 
chest to hold him back.  

“Not now,” she stated.  “She’s struggling with who she is.  It has nothing to do with you, I 
promise.  She needs you to be there when she’s ready.  Do you understand?”

Dylan ground his teeth and stifled the urge to knock her clear out of his way.  Alana’s 
whimpers cut clear to his core and he wanted nothing more than to go to her, hold her, console 
her but, he knew that her therapist was right.  He smiled weakly, nodded his head, turned and 
walked out the door.

Alana heard his departing footsteps and wiped the tears from her eyes.  She reached her 
arms up to curl her fingers around the balance bars and pulled herself slowly into a standing 



position just in time to see the doors close behind him.  She sniffled loudly and turned to gaze at 
Lola.

“Can’t you play some music around here?  I mean it stands to reason, if you’re going to beat 
me up, at least do it to music please!” 

Lola smiled and nodded.
 “That’s my girl,” she replied with prideful assurance and winked.  “Hey, Marty,” Lola 

hollered over her shoulder at the balding, robust colleague across the room.  “Give us some of 
that red neck music of yours will ya?”

 Alana raised her eyes to the ceiling and groaned mercifully.
“Dear God!  I said music … real music!”
The huge door leading into the therapy ward buzzed and began to swing open and Alana’s 

heart skipped expecting it was Dylan returning.  When her daughter Emily appeared, she 
breathed a sigh of relief.

“Oh thank you, Lord!  Friendly troops have arrived.  Honey, save me please.  This woman 
will be the death of me yet.” 

 Emily chuckled as she gathered near and looked toward Lola and waved her finger as if the 
woman was being a naughty little girl.

 “You better be kind to my mom or I won’t give you this nice package of Lindt chocolates I 
brought for helping her,” Emily warned, waving the bright gold package before the therapist’s 
eyes.

Lola’s brows lifted clear to the top of her forehead as she turned to belch out, “Switch it to 
rock, Marty,” and extended her palm to receive her gift.    

 “Mom always said when it comes to chocolate, resistance is futile,” Emily chuckled as she 
hugged her mom, opened up the packet she brought for her, and popped a truffle filled with 
caramel into her mouth.

Alana moaned with contented pleasure as she closed her eyes and cherished the sweetness 
melting inside her mouth.  

“I raised you good,” she sighed as she finished up on her last strength exercise.
Once her posture, gait, range of motion and strength were analyzed, Lola worked out the 

plan of exercises they had been working on the past two weeks that would help improve her 
weakness in all those areas.

Hot packs were also required for twenty minutes four times a day to help increase the blood 
flow and flush out any chemicals that could cause pain.  Alana was the type of person who never 
depended on medicine and she was adamant that she be weeded from anything addictive as soon 
as possible.  Extra-strength Tylenol was just about all she would swallow and she was 
determined to be back running by spring.

Tomorrow was her release date from the hospital and then three more weeks of outpatient 
therapy every day.  Luckily, Emily was able to obtain family leave time from work to take her to 
and from her sessions and they agreed it was best for Alana to stay with her daughter until her 
therapy sessions were through.

As was usual when Emily visited her at the hospital, they always took advantage of the 
enclosed solarium located on the same floor as the therapy ward.  Emily followed alongside as 
they exited the therapy room and headed in that direction.



It was like a landscaper’s hot house as they were greeted by the bright sunshine beaming in 
through the glass roof panels overhead.  The entire room was decorated in sage green wicker 
with thick patterned cushions and beautiful chrysanthemums in shades of rust, orange and berry 
spread around the room.  There were palm plants and lilies of every size and medium-height 
trees with variegated leaves, rubber plants and other striped-leaved variations.

Alana maneuvered her wheel chair between the sofa and one of the armchairs and waited for 
Emily to get comfortable.

“So, are you going to tell me what’s bothering you or, do I have to pull it out of you?” 
Emily’s look of amazement made her shrug.  
“How do you do that?”
Alana absently rubbed her palm along the padded armrest of her wheelchair and gave her a 

whimsical smile. 
“Mother’s instinct, sweetie and no one knows a child more than the woman who gave them 

life. You know Abby’s cry, her mood, and her needs even now; and as she grows older all of her 
little idiosyncrasies will be second nature to you,” she shrugged.  “It just comes with being a 
mom.  So, what gives?”

She watched as Emily played with a loose thread around a button hole on her shirt and could 
not imagine why the hesitancy.

“I saw Dylan in the parking lot just now.  He told me what happened.”  Emily sighed with 
exasperation.  “Why do you do that mom?  Don’t you realize he’s crazy about you … that he 
cares … really cares?”

Alana knew Emily was waiting for her to respond but she kept her thoughts to herself and 
said nothing.

Emily pursed her lips in discontent and blurted.
“Why won’t you see him … talk to him mom?  I don’t get it.”  She emphasized with her 

hands and shrugged.  “Do you honestly think he’s going to be like the others?  Do you think he’ll 
do what daddy did?  The man is absolutely crazy about you!”

“Well he’s certainly won you over.”
Emily’s look of disgust made her retract her last statement.  
“I’m sorry, honey, and that may be all well and good, but I’m not ready,” she stressed.  “He 

may be a wonderful man, but my life is a disaster.  I need to fix me.”  She patted her palm 
against her chest.

Emily gave her a thoughtful look.  “But I know he turns you on.” 
Alana bustled.  “Emily!”
Emily’s shrugged impishly.  
“Well, it’s true and, you know it.  I see the way you react to -” 
Alana cut in with a grunt.  
“So, he’s a gorgeous man!  What woman wouldn’t get flustered?  It’s still awkward for me. 

Love hurts Em, and I don’t think I want to go there ever again,” she sobbed as she scrunched her 
fingers through her hair. “Your dad did a number on me,” she continued, “and you and Matthew 
have no idea how much.  I’ve kept so much from you both.  This past decade has taken my spirit, 
my focus … who I am,” she whimpered, as she wiped the tears from her cheeks with her palms. 
“Maybe this accident was meant to -”



Emily slid off the sofa and knelt beside Alana’s chair and reached out to draw her hands 
between her palms.

“Mom no,” she frowned and shook her head with a worried concern.  “Your accident 
happened because a drunk made you his victim.  You’re looking for an excuse to push Dylan 
away because you’re afraid of the possibility.  Dylan isn’t going to bail mom.  He could have 
done it at the scene.  Instead, he stuck to that officer like glue all the way to the hospital; ordered 
you a private room, got you this special wheelchair, and made sure fresh bouquets were 
delivered every week to your room.  That is a man who cares mom.  Do you really want to 
gamble losing him?”

Alana puffed her lips and sighed deeply as she shook her head regretfully.
“You wouldn’t understand.” 
Emily sat back on her heels with a look of exasperation registered on her young face.  
“I wouldn’t understand?  I’m a grown woman, a mother and a wife … not a child anymore 

mom.  You don’t think I know how hard it has been for you,” her voice shook with emotion. 
“You have encased your heart in steel.  The only tenderness you show is for your grandchildren, 
Matt and I.  You use to have this exuberance for life and this … this wonderful aura that people 
gravitated to.  Now you’re just a shell … void of spirit and feelings and this heavy sadness that 
you carry with you like a crutch.” 

 She lifted one of Alana’s hands to her lips and kissed her fingers affectionately.
  “There is a light in your eyes and a flush to your cheeks when Dylan enters the room. There 

is this ease and playfulness between you two that is both exciting and animated.  You are alive 
when he is around, mom.  Let him in.  Give him a chance.  No one is in charge of your happiness 
but you … you,” she pointed.  “Do you remember what Grandma Waverly use to say all the 
time,” she chuckled lightly, as she placed her hands on Alana’s knees.  “You remember,” she 
nodded happily, “As a matter of fact, she said it so much we all would finish the phrase for her.”

Alana smiled softly and reflected back for a brief moment.  
“I do.” 
“Well  Grandma  was  right,”  Emily  continued.   “This  …too  …  shall  …  pass,”  she 

emphasized.  “And the best is yet to come if, you’ll only give Dylan a chance.  You know what 
I think?”

Alana sent her a playful look.  “Must I?” 
Emily tsked and rolled her eyes.
“I believe the day you two collided in the stairwell of your building, is the day that God 

answered all of your prayers.” 
Alana reached out to cup Emily’s cheeks between her palms and drew her up to kiss her lips 

softly.
 “How did you get so wise for someone so young?”
 Emily returned Alana’s kiss with an endearing softness.
“I had a wonderful teacher.”

“Life is not fair but it’s still good.”



CHAPTER 12

Alana waited in her room for her son Matthew.  All of her doctors agreed on her release and 
felt she was ready to be independent of a hospital environment.  She made sure she thanked the 
nursing staff the night before and also those this morning for everything they had done for her. 
When she had seen all the photos taken upon her first arrival at the trauma center for insurance 
purposes, it was unfathomable as to the extent of their attention to make her whole again and she 
would forever think of them as her very own “Angels of Mercy.”  Her trial date was set right 
after the holidays and Alana was not looking forward to having the past drudged up but, she 
knew it was necessary and something she could not escape.

Dale Philips had a past, a past of escaping his responsibilities, a past of using his clout to 
shirk those responsibilities, a past of getting away with breaking the law.  It was up to her to 
meet him face-to-face in a court of law and make him pay for the pain and injury he brought into 
her life and to stop him from ever doing it to someone else.

She shuddered as some of those images flashed before her eyes.  She was so broken and 
grotesque from the multiple lacerations and injuries extended over her entire body from that 
accident.  

She drew a compact from her purse one last time to gaze at her reflection.  It had taken a 
long time for her face to heal.  The bruise on her right cheek was barely noticeable under the 
foundation she applied that morning and all of the swelling had finally gone down.  She had not 
quite decided whether she would still have plastic surgery on her leg.  Now that the stitches were 
removed, the twelve-inch raw scar was a rude reminder of the anguishing pain she had suffered 
and the difficulties that still lie ahead.

The doctor replaced her splint with a full cast now that the swelling had subsided and there 
was no further chance of infection.  She hated the thought of being immobilized another six 
weeks but knew the cast was needed to insure a perfect mending of the bone.

A nurses’ aide entered the room and smiled warmly.
“Well Ms. Waverly, everything is set for you to go.  Your ride is waiting downstairs.  You 

probably already know hospital policy mandates that I escort you and make sure you depart 
safely.  Are you ready?”

Alana nodded and sighed as she gazed over the room one last time.  She was anxious to get 
back to some sense of normalcy and finally leave the place that was her home for well over a 
month. 

 “Yes.  I’m ready.  You said my ride is downstairs?  Would you hand those to me please?” 
She pointed to the vase of roses sitting atop her window sill.  
“I’d like to drop those at the nurses’ station first on my way out, if I may.”
The aide smiled warmly, looped the plastic bag containing some of Alana’s personal 

belongings over the push handles on the back of her wheelchair and collected the vase. 
“Most definitely,” the aide replied.
When they exited the elevator, Alana did not see her son Matthew anywhere in the lobby 

and the nurse maneuvered her wheel chair closer to the entrance.  Her heart skipped in her chest 
when she noticed a shiny black stretch limo parked out front and Dylan Waverly waiting beside 
the passenger door.  She had not seen him since the last time she abruptly asked him to leave 



when she was with her therapist two weeks ago. She could not deny she had missed him but, 
seeing him now, made her realize she still was not ready.

His eyes were aglow with delight when he saw her approach and he quickly moved forward 
as she began to pass through the handicap exit.

With a chivalrous bow he swept his arm toward the limo. 
 “Your chariot awaits madam,” his voice glided charmingly.
Alana could not contain her surprise and looked in both directions before turning an 

uncertain look his way.  
“But, where is Matthew?”
Dylan moved forward and handed her a single pink rose.
“I hope you don’t mind, Alana, but I persuaded Matthew to let me pick you up.”
Alana hated to be put in such a position, looked away briefly, and pondered calling for a 
cab.
“But then, if you prefer, I would be most happy to send you on your merry way and call a 

cab for myself,” he interjected.
Was he reading my mind?  She frowned.
Of course, she could not ask him to do that now that he was here.  What would everyone 

think?  She accepted the rose and nodded tightly then turned to the nurses’ aide and smiled.
“Thank you for your kindness dear.  We’re all set.”
“I’m sorry, Ms. Waverly but, I have to help you into the limo it’s—”
Alana waved and cut her off nodding. 
 “I know.  I know … hospital policy.”
She was a little bit of a thing and Alana wondered how she could even manage helping her 

as she looked the aide over more closely.  
Dylan cleared his throat a little to catch her attention and when their eyes met his brow 

peaked attentively.  
Alana could not dismiss his mindfulness and shrugged with irritation as she flicked her 

arm in his direction to have him help her rise. 
“Well, all right then.  Just don’t stand there.  Let’s get moving.” 
Dylan bowed slightly and sent her a charming smile.  
“Your wish is my command,” he replied.
“Oh shush,” she blustered as a hiss of pain escaped her lips when she moved too quickly.
She was settled in a matter of minutes and Alana could not argue the fact she was 

comfortable and appreciative of the expansive room the interior offered.  
Dylan had been extremely sensitive to her condition and handled her like she was a precious 

piece of porcelain.
He made it a point to occupy the seat diagonal to her when he entered and his look of 

concern seemed overly genuine.  
The limo moved into traffic and Alana was thankful her daughter did not live that far away. 

As difficult as it was being in such close proximity to him, she would do her best to endure the 
fifteen minutes it would take to get her there.

“I’m sorry if my arrival was disappointing … truly I am.  I just thought you might be 
uncomfortable in Matthew’s truck and this would —” 

She raised her hand to cut him off.



  “Please.  I … I apologize for being so gruff.  It was very kind of you and you were right,” 
she chuckled nervously, “It would have been quite a sight hoisting me up into that cab, especially 
with … with this thing,” she pointed disgustedly at her cast.  

Her eyes misted with tears and she lowered her chin quickly, so he could not see her 
discomfort.  She hated how she looked and could only imagine what he must think of her.  He 
was only being kind despite what her children thought. Men in power did not gravitate toward 
invalids.  God only knows I have another two months of dysfunction ahead of me, she thought. 
Give it time she admitted silently.  He’ll lose his infatuation.  They all do.  I’m a mess.  Scarred 
forever and quite possibly, disabled with a limp for the rest of my life.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered softly.
Alana’s head snapped to attention, shocked by his admission.  
“Hah!”
Dylan fell to his knee before her and tenderly brushed her tears away with the ball of his 

thumbs.  He cupped her face between his palms and his eyes reflected an emotion she could not 
quite discern as hers bubbled blindly with tears.

“You are beautiful in every single way.”
She frowned with uncertainty.  She heard that phrase before, but could not quite remember 

where and sniffed back her tears.  She sent him a sour look. 
 “You’re just being kind.”
He gave her a radiant smile and an overwhelming desire to lean in and kiss him … taste his 

lips, filled her.  She knew they would be delicious.  Lips shaped like that, belonging to a man 
like him just had to be.

“And you’re being difficult,” he rebutted.
She reached up to clasp his wrists and slowly drew his hands from her face and placed them 

in her lap. 
Perhaps, she thought silently.  
But more importantly, she knew she had to remain cautious and level-minded.  She had a 

long recovery ahead of her and still had no idea what the end result would be.  She had not 
worked in weeks and the freelance job she had cancelled on her.  Winning that client back would 
be difficult.  She could only imagine the steep pile of bills waiting for her on the table in her 
kitchen.  She feared being evicted from her apartment now more than ever.  There was no way 
she could afford staying there. When she broached the subject a couple of times with Emily 
about checking the mail, her daughter side-stepped the issue or changed the topic all together. 
Not that she was cognizant as to why.  Her mind whirled with indecision.  Where could she go, 
how could she survive, how could she rise above this mess … how?

The last thing she could do was confide in Dylan.  The last thing she could do was involve 
him, bring him into her lopsided world.  She had too much pride.  Men like him were used to 
women trying to win their favors because of their wealth and the benefits such a liaison could 
afford.  She simply had too much baggage. 

An Enrollment Facilitator had met with her in her room that very morning to assure her all 
her medical expenses would be covered, since she qualified for Medicaid.  It had been such a 
relief and she remembered how she cried in the woman’s arms.  She still did not know if she was 
out of the woods and would need further surgery in the near future, but at least she could walk 



away from the hospital knowing she did not owe them a fortune and could have a sizable lien 
placed against her.

Just thinking about it made her shudder.   Her short stay in the hospital last time when she 
had suffered her mild stroke, had cost nearly eight thousand dollars and change.  She could only 
imagine what her brain and hip surgery, therapy and outpatient charges would total when 
everything was done and over with. 

 “No … just practical,” she insured.
He did not pull away but crossed his forearms over his bent knee instead and stayed there 

knelt beside her.  
She knew the wheels were spinning inside his head.  She could see the intensity of it 

reflected in his eyes and watched as they grew darker in color.
“Alana, there is no need to feel awkward with me.  I want to be with you to court you, if you 

would allow me to.”
She made a funny face.  “Court?” she snorted. 
He nodded his head slowly as his eyes twinkled devilishly.
“Yes, court,” he nodded.  “Tis an art you know …an agreed relationship of a more enduring 

kind … to pursue amorously … to connect romantically … to -”
Alana could not contain her amusement and threw up her hands.
“Alright… I got it.”
He popped up to occupy the seat beside her and turned toward her.
“Was that a yes?”
He reached forward to brush a long wavy strand of her hair back off her shoulder and his 

fingers skimmed delicately along the side of her neck sending a thrilling current to wash over 
her.

She knew he was aware of the reaction he caused, and his lips curved softly in a smile.  She 
could not deny they had chemistry, and she reflected on the conversation she had with her 
daughter Emily just a few days prior.

Her daughter was right in a lot of ways.  The man sitting beside held no comparison to those 
who proved great disappointments in her life.  Dylan undeniably was a man of valor.  Still being 
with him, developing a relationship with him, and allowing the good fortune of his intentions 
was impossible at this point in her life.  The last thing she wanted to do was push him away. She 
averted his eyes.  They held her spellbound and she needed to think clearly.  She had to be 
rational.  Her life was a mess.  She was a mess.  Her book sales were higher than she could have 
ever anticipated, and the royalty check Emily had deposited for her would possibly settle most of 
her old debts.  She was not out of the clear just yet.

She chewed her bottom lip, lifted her gaze, shrugged her shoulders, and shook her head.
Dylan reached out and cupped her chin between his fingers.
  “Don’t … don’t say no.  I know you’re probably thinking your life is a mess right now, but 

I want to be that pleasant diversion in your life, Alana.  Please let me be.  I’m crazy about you.”
The limo pulled up in front of her daughter’s house and Alana clasped a hold of Dylan’s 

wrist once again and pulled his hand away.  Her eyes burned with tears, but she blinked them 
away and her lips drew together in a tight line as she fought to control the emotions churning 
inside of her.  It would be so easy to acquiesce and fall into his arms.  She could not concede 



until she was whole emotionally, physically and financially.  He deserved nothing less and she 
needed to be more.  

She needed to fix what was broken, and a pleasant diversion was not what she needed even, 
if it meant losing him forever.    She craved to be the woman in his life, but it had to be on her 
terms.  She needed to focus on her therapy and getting strong.  She needed a clear head and time 
to finish her second book, which she only just started before the accident occurred.  She had a 
mountain of calls to make and a solid plan to devise to insure stability in her life before she could 
give Dylan Clayburn her time, let alone her heart.  Alana knew she was gambling with the 
possibility of losing Dylan’s affections, but it wasn’t about the gorgeous man sitting at her side. 
It was all about her.

“I’m sorry Dylan, but no.  My life stopped a month ago.  I have to pick up the pieces and 
muddle through all of this.  Yes,” she nodded as her voice broke with emotion, “my life is a 
terrible mess.  As much as I would love for you to be …” she had to swallow the painful lump in 
her throat, “I need stability, to fix and attend to some dire details I can’t get into right now.”

She reached out to caress her palm with loving care against his cheek and touched her 
forehead against his as she whimpered softly and tears cascaded down her face.  God!  How she 
wanted him … how she needed him.  Having him near like this made her realize how very much 
alone she was and how very much she wanted him to be the one.

He lifted his head slightly and the warmth of his lips on her forehead made her sigh.  He slid 
his hand behind her neck and held her there against his lips and she knew.  She could feel the 
heat of passion building between them.  This time she would not refuse him.  This time she 
would not pull away.

Her need was greater than his, and she wanted to feel his mouth on hers.  He could give her 
comfort, if only for a brief moment, and she would lock it deep inside her heart to draw upon 
later when she would need it most.

His kiss was not instant, and she knew he wanted her to feel the joy; the anticipation and the 
heady rush of that exciting adrenaline build between them as they looked deeply into each 
other’s eyes, and not a word was spoken. His lips were like velvet as they slowly glided down 
her nose and slid to her cheek, down to her chin and upwards to the opposite side.  He pulled 
away only briefly, and his eyes misted with such intense emotion it made her gasp.  He slowly 
leaned in, paused a mere inch from her mouth and slowly smiled with promising assurance when 
she did not pull away.
         It was everything she expected it to be, even more.  She closed her eyes to heighten the 
intimacy. 
         He started slow as his lips parted softly over hers, gliding the tip of his tongue like a caress 
along her lower lip and drawing it into his mouth tenderly.  Their passion heightened as he drove 
deeper and positioned her backwards into his arms.  His thumb stroked along her cheek, down 
her neck and over her arm until his palm took possession of her breast where his hand began to 
work a magic of its own.

She was in the hands of a master and she relished in the joy of knowing he knew how to 
pleasure a woman.  If he was hoping to brand himself in her memory, he was doing a remarkable 
job, and Alana knew it was a kiss that would last into infinity.  A soft moan escaped her lips as 
she leaned more into him.  The hardness of him made her shiver and he tightened his embrace as 



if to let her know she was his.  It was then, his tongue slipped slowly into her mouth and began a 
dance that sent her nerve endings through the roof.  

Alana reacted in kind, as she wanted the man in her arms to know she was a woman of 
passion and knew how to respond to a man’s touch.  It was a dance older than time itself, and the 
eroticism of it, tantalized her senses.

It had been so very long since her lips received such attention, since those feelings of illicit 
pleasure danced within her being, since a wanton desire to be whole and one with a man was so 
intense, she nearly exploded from the mere joy of knowing it was there, waiting fulfillment.

Alana wanted more, but she also knew the spell had to be broken, and she slowly pulled her 
lips away.

“Not yet,” he whispered, and drew her back to his mouth.
Alana faltered slightly, then pressed her palms against his chest.
“Stop,” she gently admonished.
He pressed her to his chest, and she could feel his heart pounding against her cheek, as he 

drew deep breaths into his lungs.  He caressed her hair, and pressed his lips briefly against her 
forehead, and held her in a snug embrace.

She wanted nothing more than to stay there in his arms.  The strength, the feel, the smell of 
him, was intoxicating and she feared this would be the last intimate moment they would ever 
share.  But, it had to be, she trembled.  

  “Please,” she beseeched against his chest, and felt his grasp lessen around her.
He kissed the top of her head tenderly, and released her, but his hands held her arms and slid 

upward to caress her face.  His eyes mirrored the intense passion still ablaze within him, and her 
heart filled with joy, knowing she was the cause of the intensity she read there.

“I will not give up on the possibility of us, Alana.  I will not give up.  I will not go away, but 
I will give you the time you need.”

He leaned forward and placed a brief tender kiss upon her lips before releasing her and 
exiting the limo.

Alana watched as her daughter and son moved forward to greet Dylan and the three of them 
embraced affectionately.  She did not know what words passed between them, but the endearing 
tenderness they shared touched her deeply.  Alana would hold dear the possibility Dylan spoke 
of close to her heart, and, silently prayed it would come to pass and still be there when she was 
whole and ready to be loved.

“To accomplish great things, we must dream and believe in ourselves.”

CHAPTER 13

Max waited for the board room to clear before rolling back his chair and walking over to the 
sideboard to pour a generous shot of Jack Daniel’s into two crystal highball glasses.  He moved 
toward Dylan handing him one, extended his glass, and that familiar resonate clink of Waterford 
crystal bumping together filled the air.



“We’ve had ourselves one hell of a year, my friend,” Max boasted with a satisfied sigh as he 
drew a sip into his mouth.

Dylan nodded his satisfaction as he rolled his chair back and propped his feet upon the 
corner of the ten-foot long cherry conference table.

“I certainly can’t argue with you on that point,” he smiled.  “Dad was a very intuitive man 
when he brought us both into the company and trained us side-by-side.”  His voice took on a 
forlorn quality as he added.  “God … I wish he was here right now with us, Max,” he shook his 
head sadly.  

There was a moment of respectful silence that passed between them and then they 
simultaneously drained their glasses and lifted them as a salute, smiling knowingly at each other.

“Two birds of a feather,” Dylan remarked, and then abruptly stopped.
His hand slowly lowered into his lap and he blindly stared out the window when the thought 

of Alana filled his mind, and at that very precise moment, he had said that same exact line to her. 
What was she doing right now, he wondered?  Was she thinking of him as much as she was on 
his mind?

So much had happened since the last time he had seen her. It was a miracle that she was 
even alive.  The doctors had even said so.  Watching her struggle and try to regain some 
semblance of who she was and what she had before that drunk driver nearly snapped it all away 
from her, made him admire her even more.  He never witnessed anyone fight so hard to redeem 
their life.  Alana Waverly was a remarkable woman and he was in love with her.

Three weeks had passed, since he drove her home from the hospital … three, long 
uneventful weeks of not seeing her face, of not hearing her voice.  God he missed her, wanted 
her, and could not help dwell on the magnificent and passionate kiss the two of them had last 
shared in his limo. He wanted more of her, and the thought of her in his arms, kept him awake 
nights and haunted his thoughts throughout the day.

She had responded, returned his kiss, and yielded to his touch, and it was beyond cataclysmic.
Shit!  
He could feel himself get hard just thinking about it.  
But, he made a vow, a promise to give her time despite how unhappy that decision made 

him.  If only she would see him, spend time with him, he thought.  He knew it would lift her 
spirits.  He knew it would make her want him more.  He wanted to spoil her, share with her his 
fortune, his life.  He wanted to give her what she deserved, and treat her like a queen, place her 
atop that pedestal where she deserved to be.  He wanted, needed to prove to her that all men 
weren’t assholes, that he was the exception to the rule.

  He wanted this woman in his life in the worse way, and he wanted her on his terms.  It 
irritated him not being in the driver’s seat.  He was always in control, and it irked the hell out of 
him she was possibly slipping through his fingers.

Why the hell did he tell her he’d give her time?  Why the hell was he waiting so long?
He had one of his interns deliver the bottle of Torbreck Shiraz they were supposed to share 

to her daughter’s house after he brought her home, along with a dozen of pink roses in 
celebration. He remembered the handwritten promise to share a bottle with her in the photo 
album he had gifted her, and wished now, he had called in that promise.  Despite the casual 
thank you note she had penned personally and mailed right away, it left him wanting more.



It killed him she made herself unavailable each time he called Emily’s house, and finally he 
was forced to relent speaking with Emily every other day to learn how Alana was doing.  He was 
thrilled to learn Alana finished her second book and submitted it to her editor.  He was happy the 
royalties from her first book got her back on her feet even, to the point she was thinking of a 
small place of her own.  He wanted to celebrate those happy moments with her.

Emily had asked him to be patient and not give up on her mom.  He had no plans to; 
however, it was not easy.  He also knew the longer she pushed him away, the harder it would be 
to win her back.     

He hated losing control, and he was a man with a decisive mind, who knew how to get 
things done.  He was used to being in charge, choosing who he wanted to spend time with, and 
not being on the outside looking in, wondering, hoping, craving for acceptance.  It was all very 
humbling, and he was all about taking the lesson in stride.  Regardless, time was no longer on his 
side, and becoming a very grave adversary.  

Her kiss and response to his touch told him otherwise.  He wondered if their time apart 
changed  things.   Emily  did  not  disclose  much  personally,  but  had  admitted  her  mother 
missed him terribly.

He knew losing her apartment was dreadful.  He had to assume her belongings were being 
stored somewhere, and hated the fact he could not be there for her.  He had to do something.  He 
had to try.  Christmas was only four days away, and he wanted to share it with her.

His gaze lifted to Max’s, and he shrugged with unease from the look his friend sent his way.
“Where the hell did you go just then?  Thinking of her?” Max asked.
Dylan nodded.  His best friend knew him too well … all of the signs.  One would think they 

were fraternal twins, more times than not, as they finished each other’s sentences, could read 
each other’s moods, and felt each other’s pain.  Dylan had confided in Max about Alana, and it 
felt good to get it off his chest and have someone to share his thoughts with.

“Crazy, right?”
Max shook his head and shrugged nonchalantly. “Not where love is concerned there, 

buddy,” he chuckled.  “And you’ve got it bad.”
Dylan sent him a sour look.  “Screw you!” he blustered.
Max roared with laughter.  “No.  Screwing is what you’re craving.”
Dylan sent him a scornful look, and Max recounted raising his palms in subjugation.
“No disrespect intended but, come on, Dylan!  I don’t get it.  A smooth man like you should 

be able to get past what’s going on between you two.  I mean, I know she has some pretty strong 
issues to deal with but they’re best resolved not going through them alone.”

He grabbed Dylan’s empty glass from his hand, and crossed the room to refill both at the 
bar.
“Seems to me,” he continued returning to the table, “that’s all she’s had … being alone.  It’s 

great she’s with her daughter, but you need to be there at the front line, my man, convincing her 
in that suave way of yours that makes the ladies swoon that she’s best with you by her side.” 

Dylan huffed in exasperation.  Max was right.  He did know how to romance a woman and 
turn on the charm.  This was different though.  Alana’s spirit had been broken far too many 
times.  She needed time to find herself again.  She needed time to heal and get her life back 
before she could give attention to anyone, even him.  He just had no clue how much time that 
was, and it bugged the hell out of him.



“I know, but I promised to give her time.”
“It’s been three weeks’ bud and besides …show me a woman who doesn’t want to be 

pursued.  Bring her a little Christmas magic, my friend.  I guarantee you she’ll be receptive. 
She’s a romance author for Christ sake!  So, damn it, romance the frigging woman!”

Dylan snorted at his friend.  As much as his words rang true, he still was uncertain, because 
timing was truly everything.

 “Easier said than done, Max,” he replied.
Max slid his butt over the edge of the conference table, crossed his arms at his chest and 

arched his brow.
“When did that ever stop you?  I’ve always known you as a man, who loved a good 

challenge, and the chase.  And besides, obstacles are those things you see, when you take your 
eyes off the goal.”

Dylan smiled inwardly.  Max had a way of cutting straight to the heart of a matter and could 
not argue with him.  He was right.  He never lost sight of the goal in business and he certainly 
was not going to let this one slip past him either.  If he was going to cinch the deal, he needed to 
act fast and put a plan into action.

  He threw down his feet, popped out of his chair, and exchanged a man hug with his best 
friend and partner.

“I’ve got some planning to do,” he replied, and exited the conference room with a step 
lighter than it had been in weeks.

“Happy are those who dream beautiful dreams and willing to work at making them 
come true.”

CHAPTER 14

Snowflakes the size of paper confetti glistened in the night air while holiday music floated 
from neighboring  houses  bedecked  with  colorful,  flashing  Christmas  lights  and  animated 
figurines.  

A quaint Cape Cod stood at the end of a country lane and looked inviting with matching blue 
spruces decorated in white lights, its picket fence draped with green garland, and an antique red 
cutter sleigh parked on the lawn adorned with large boxes wrapped in shiny silver and gold 
paper.  An old, wood Flyer Sled stood propped beside a double paneled front door festooned 
with two massive pine wreaths with sprigs of real holly and natural pine cones.

A jolly gent walked the short pathway leading to the front door, the sound of snow 
crunching beneath his shiny black boots.  He could see his breath in wisps from the crisp night 
air, and huffed with exertion from the heavy red bag flung over his back.  He climbed the steps 
to the porch, and extended his green knitted mitten to grasp hold of the knocker, and bang it 
heartily to let his presence known.

He could hear the excited laughter of the occupants within and the sounds of some singing 
along to an ole time classic, “Walking in a Winter Wonderland.”  The spirit of Christmas Eve 
filled his heart and when the front door opened he could not help sharing his mirth.

“Ho. Ho. Ho, young man.  Merry Christmas,” he bellowed with glee.



The handsome young man winked happily and opened the door wider for jolly St. Nick to 
enter.

“Welcome, Santa.  Please come in.”
“Thank you, young man,” he replied in a baritone voice.
A little tyke with light brown hair about three years of age ran to a dead stop in front of him, 

wearing footed red pajamas decorated with tiny reindeers, his mouth agape with surprise, and 
light blue eyes as round as saucers.

Santa bent low and touched his belly lightly with his finger and smiled gloriously as his 
clear spectacles reflected the varied colored lights sparkling on the Christmas tree in front of 
him, that stood beside a beautifully decorated fireplace with low burning logs.

“I do believe I see Dancer, and Dasher … why there’s Donner and Vixen too!  Ho. Ho. Ho,” 
he grabbed his belly, and let his sack roll off his shoulder and onto the floor.

His robust figure was directed to an armchair on the opposite side of the fireplace, and his 
bright red suit trimmed in thick white fir showed no sign of wear or tear.  His fluffy white hair 
brushed well past his collar, and blended with a full beard that covered his face, and slightly 
exposed round puffy cheeks blushed from the cold.  A full mustache nearly covered his upper lip 
and he smelled of cinnamon and pine.  His wide extended belly was well-rounded and shook 
when he chuckled, but he moved with ease and confidence.

He plopped down onto the thick cushion, and it bowed under his weight.  He rested his 
palms upon his knees and scanned the joyous room of adults, young toddlers scurrying closer to 
their parents, and two little ones waddling about with unsure steps.  It was a happy, loving scene, 
and his smile radiated with the joy that filled his heart.

His gaze caught sight of the beautiful blond, who had entered the room with a slight, stiff 
shuffle to her gait.  Her amber eyes sparkled like liquid gold and his heart pounded in his chest 
over the mere sight of her.

Dylan silently prayed his disguise would fool her.  When he checked his reflection in the 
mirror before leaving, he could hardly believe the transformation.  His molded clay cheeks 
looked as real as his perfectly round button nose.  He had incorporated the expert help of a movie 
makeup artist to authenticate his look, and there was no way Alana would be able to recognize 
him.  He even went as far as wearing light brown contacts to disguise his own grey eyes; and, his 
fake belly was the same kind used in Tim Allen’s Santa Claus movies.

Everyone knew, but Alana and the children, who he really was and he could not have been 
happier.  He thought long and hard about what he wanted to do, how he would pull it off, and 
both Emily and Matt were totally receptive and supportive of the idea.  The four older children 
came to sit upon his lap and at his feet without fear, and he took such pleasure in asking them 
questions, and they shared their answers with sweet innocent excitement.  

Emily’s husband Steven retrieved the other presents left out on the porch that were all the 
children’s gifts, and everything was distributed to each of them, starting with the youngest child 
first.  They sat patiently waiting their turn, and Dylan soaked up their merriment and squeals of 
excitement with the greatest of joy.   Could this be the start of a new and wonderful tradition 
with her family, he wondered?

It had been a very long time since he felt such joy.  How he wished his parents were here 
right now to join in the fun with him.  He felt his eyes begin to burn with tears, and he blinked 
rapidly, for he could give no explanation for the sentiment.  This is what Christmas was all 



about, and until the day he died, Dylan vowed there would be children in his life to help spread 
the cheer.  

He knew it was too late in his life to have children of his own, but he knew that he would 
bring the holiday to orphans in honor of his parents, who loved the festive occasion so much. 
Yes, he nodded to himself.  Starting the New Year, he was going to create a foundation for 
children in need, and end it with the biggest Christmas Eve bash ever.    

As much as he loved his niece and nephews and Max’s kids, they were all young adults now. 
He chuckled gaily as he watched Alana’s grandchild, Tyler 8, immersed in the latest Game Boy, 
Nicholas and Ayden, both 3, were mimicking the sounds of their 18-wheeler rigs, Connor and 
Addison, both 1 years of age, were beginning to nod off in their mother’s laps and ready to bed 
down for the night.

He loved watching Alana gaze upon her grandchildren with the deep-seeded love and 
adoration every grandparent held in their hearts.  The best present he could ever receive, was 
acknowledgement from her, that he was part of her family.  He knew her children accepted him, 
but it was her admission, that would fill his heart with the greatest joy.

Steve and Matt also wrapped a gift for their wives that were placed in his Santa bag before 
he arrived.  There was a present for Alana and a little something for Matt’s in-laws as well. Once 
those were disbursed, Dylan would make his departure, and the adults played along happily as 
they all took their turns sitting upon his lap.

Hearty laughter filled the air as digital and video cameras captured the memories to last a 
lifetime.  While the children were scooted to the nearby family room to play with their toys, 
Dylan had fun with Emily and Matt’s wife, Cassie, as he relayed naughty little things their 
husbands had told him in advance.  Emily turned scarlet and swatted her husband for telling tales 
outside of the bedroom.  Cassie, however, although coy, proudly took credit for being naughty, 
and Matt gave her a little something extra to make sure she did not stop.

Dylan did not want to leave.  He wanted to strip away his disguise, change into his casual 
attire, and drag Alana onto his lap and not let go for the rest of his life.  But the heat from the fire 
and his heavy disguise, was making him sweat like an overstuffed pig.  He finally removed his 
green mittens, and asked for a tall glass of ice water.  He stood briefly to move away from the 
fire and followed Emily into the kitchen.

“My god, if you don’t look like the real thing … how did you ever manage all of this?”
Dylan arched his brows playfully.  “I did good yes?  Do you think your mom is 
fooled?” 
Emily’s head bobbed excitedly.  “If you can fool me, then she’s a pushover.” 
Dylan ran his fingers along the inside of his collar and puffed his lips.
“I won’t be able to last much longer.  I’m roasting inside and I think the clay is starting to 

melt.”
Emily leaned forward, poked his cheek and giggled. 
 “Yep!  You’re getting a little spongy,” she giggled and rose up on her toes and planted a 

kiss on Dylan’s lip with a smack. “You are awesome.  Thank you.”
Steven started to sing as he entered the kitchen.  “I saw mommy kissing Santa Claus —”
Emily and Dylan broke into laughter at his entrance, while Steve moved to his wife’s 

side, looped his arm around her waist and extended his other hand to shake Dylan’s. 
“You are awesome and made this the best Christmas Eve ever!!”  



Before Emily could answer, Alana entered the kitchen and smiled.
“Is Santa cooled off now?”
“He is indeed,” Dylan replied as he reached for her hand and started to lead her back into the 

living room.
“I think there’s one last gift in my bag with your name on it, and then I have to mosey out of 

here.” 
  He loved the way her radiant smile reached her eyes, and she moved into his lap with ease, 

and wrapped her arms around his neck.
“You’re just adorable, you know that, Santa,” she wiggled playfully.
Dylan chuckled nervously as he looked at the other adults in the room and winked. 
“Watch how you wiggle there, beautiful.  Santa may be old, but he ain’t dead.” 
Everyone roared hysterically, and Alana turned crimson with embarrassment.
Dylan cleared his throat and nodded toward Matt.
“Son, can you reach down into my bag there for me?” 
Matt squatted and dug his hand into the bag, and clutched a hold of the last wrapped present, 

and handed it to Dylan.
“Here you go, Santa.”  He winked.
Dylan cleared his throat.  He would have rather given the present to her in private, but 

embraced the moment for what it offered.
“You have a secret admirer my dear, and this rather handsome, compassionate, and 

industrious young man asked me to give this to you.”
Alana’s eyes were alight with glee and replied mischievously.  
“And what is the name of this rather handsome, compassionate, and industrious young man, 

Santa?”
Dylan shook his head as he scrunched his nose and shook his finger disapprovingly. 
 “That’s why he’s called a secret admirer.”
Dylan handed her the small wrapped package of chocolate and gold and waited for her 

response.
Alana looked at everyone, and blushed profusely, before she started to remove the paper to 

disclose a circular white leather box about four inches high and three inches in diameter with a 
hinged lid.  Carefully, she lifted the lid to find a deep chocolate velvet box inside with gilded 
gold lettering that read LeVian.

She could not contain her gasp of surprise, as she deeply gazed into Dylan’s eyes.
“You sure you can’t tell?” she asked.
Dylan’s nod was deliberately slow, as a seductive smile graced his lips.
She chewed her lower lip as she lifted the velvet box from its leather enclosure and flipped 

open the top.
“Oh dear Lord,” she trembled.
Her finger glided slowly over the surface of the most gorgeous, celestial pendant and gold 

chain she ever laid her eyes upon.  A four carat Citrine gem was set in the center and encircled 
with chocolate LeVian diamonds, and hung from a one-inch drop encrusted in chocolate 
diamonds as well.

She turned to gaze into his eyes and her own filled with tears.  She shook her head and 
whimpered.



“I can’t … I can’t accept this.”
Her face registered the discomfort she felt, rising as she lifted from his lap.  The gift box fell 

to the floor.  She excused herself, as she worked her way through the crowd and past the kitchen 
as fast as her stiff leg would allow.  She lifted a jacket hanging on a peg near the back porch door 
and shimmied into it as she exited outdoors.

Emily moved forward and frowned with concern.  
“My god, Dylan I’m sorry!  I never expected that mom would -”
Dylan, leaned over to pick up his gift, rose and patted her cheek affectionately. 
“It’s ok. Help me get out of this quick will you, so I can go to her.” 
Matt moved forward and shook his head in disagreement.  
“Mom needs the magic of Christmas, Santa.  Don’t change.”
Dylan quickly changed his mind.  Matt was right.  Someone told him the same exact words 

not too long ago and he gave Matt a thoughtful look.
“Perhaps, you’re right, son.  Perhaps, you’re right.  Wish me luck,” he squeezed his 

shoulder.
Dylan tucked the box into his sleeve, walked through the kitchen, and gazed out the back 

door window.  He did not see her right away and caught movement over to the side.  She 
occupied a wide porch swing and her legs were covered with a thick plaid blanket that had been 
left there for such an occasion.

Dylan took a deep breath before he reached for the doorknob and exited the house.
“Been a while since Santa swung on one of these.  Mind if I join you?”
“I really think it’s time you should go.  The children enjoyed you, Dylan, and you made 

this evening very special for my family, and I really appreciate that.” 
“I think I hear a but coming next,” he interjected.
She played with the tassels along the edge of the blanket and refused to look at him.
“I can’t accept your gift.   It’s just way too expensive.”
She still refused to look at him, and Dylan fell to one knee in front of the swing, and placed 

his hands on each side of her legs to stop it from moving.
“When I saw that necklace in the window of the jewelry store, my heart nearly jumped clear 

out of my throat, because it reminded me of those beautiful eyes of yours.  Like the five-
hundred-year-old LeVian history itself, Alana, you are both extraordinary and exquisite and to 
gift you with anything less, would be an insult to the woman you are.”

She smiled inwardly.  “That was real smooth, Clayburn.”
Dylan reached for her hand and stroked it softly with his thumb.
“After the kiss we shared in the limo not too long ago, I would say that makes us more than 

strangers, don’t you think?” he charmed, as he turned her wrist and leaned forward to kiss it 
softly.

Alana shuddered, and tried to pull her hand away, but Dylan did not allow it.  Instead, he 
held it between his hands, and began to massage hers to recreate that level of intimacy they 
shared once before.  He had to break down that wall she built back up between them, and he 
wasn’t about to leave tonight, until he accomplished just that.  He wished he had oil or 
moisturizer to really be effective, but hoped the heat from his hands, would do as good of a job 
and calm her.  He needed to make her realize how pleasurable it was to be with him every time 
they were together.



  A soft sigh escaped her lips, and he smiled, as he watched her eyes slowly drift closed and 
her body relaxed against the back of the seat.

First, he started at the base of each of her fingers, gently tugging each one upward, while 
applying just a little bit of pressure and squeezing the tip, when he reached the top.  Then he 
turned her palm to face up, and used the pad of his thumbs to rub and stroke the entire surface in 
a circular motion slowly clockwise, and then counter-clockwise.  He utilized the pressure points 
he was familiar with beneath her thumb, between her thumb and index finger, and at her pulse 
point. 

Then, he faced her palm down, and used his thumbs to make long, easy, strokes between 
each of her fingers, all the way down to her wrist.  When he was done, he placed her hand under 
the blanket to keep it warm, and reached out to clasp a hold of her other one.  

This time, she did not resist, and he repeated the same course of action.  When he finished, 
he did not move, but continued to hold her hand between his.  He did not want to break the spell 
and silently prayed his tactic worked.

She broke the silence and sighed.  “Okay.  You can sit with me.”
He stood and slid as close to her as possible and used the heel of his boot to push the chair 

into a slow swinging motion.
She leaned forward slightly and tilted her head just a little to gaze at him.
  “What am I going to do with you?”  
“Well I have a few ideas, but we really don’t know each other that well yet,” he joked.
She gave him a quick left hook to the upper chest and he grunted in surprise.
  “I’m serious.”  She frowned sternly.
Dylan shook his head.  
“Serious isn’t allowed on Christmas.  It’s supposed to be all about the magic, and you need 

to let go of being scared and hurt again.”
She opened her mouth to speak, and he cut in as he turned his body to face her forward.
“I know about the others, Alana, and yes, Em told me, but only after I pried it out of her.” 

He frowned and scolded, as he pointed his index finger at her nose.
  “So, don’t you go hollering at her either, because it’s certainly something I needed to 

know. I’m not like your X or those other assholes that broke your heart.  But you’re not going to 
figure that out, if you don’t let me in.  And, I know about your finances, and could give two 
squats about that too!”

She squished her lips to the side as she absorbed everything he said.
“What’s two squats?  Could you clarify that please?”
Dylan huffed.  “Now who’s not being serious?”
Alana nodded curtly.  “I thought serious wasn’t allowed.  Where the hell is my magic?”  
Dylan pealed the puffy white mustache away from his upper lip with one swipe, and lowered 

his mouth over hers, while lifting her arms and wrapping them behind his neck.
He kissed her with a tender firmness at first and realized it had been too long, since the last 

time he held her in his arms.  He wanted her close to taste, to smell, to feel.
Whoops and whistles could be heard coming from the doorway, but it had no effect on their 

momentum.  He had the woman of his dreams in his arms, and he wasn’t about to let her go until 
their teeth chattered and their bodies shivered from the cold.



Dylan leaned back and drew Alana down over his lap to cradle her against him and pressed 
his tongue between her lips and she reacted as he hoped.  The merry sounds that filled the house 
became muted as the woman he loved melted seductively against him and returned his passionate 
kisses with a fervor that matched his spot on.

His lips glided against her cheek, caressed her neck, and suckled the tiny lobe of her ear.
“I missed you, Alana.”
She raised her hand and rubbed her palm against his beard and chuckled lightly.
“And I missed you too, Santa.”  
Her smile was infectious and made him 
chuckle. 
“When did you know it was me?” 
She squeezed his round button nose.
“You had me at mosey,” she giggled.
Dylan slid the little box out of his sleeve and held it in front of her.
“If I ask you to be my girl, will you say yes, and wear my gift?”
Alana sat up to face him and looked deeply into his now brown eyes.  Her gaze was intense 

as seconds passed without a word being spoken.  
He knew she was still afraid of her financial situation, still leery of taking that leap of faith 

with him, but he also knew, there was a very strong bond and connection between them that was 
hard to dismiss or deny.  

He pouted his lower lip and batted his eyes, making the corners of her lips curve slowly 
upward.  She closed her eyes and drew her hands up to cover her face and did not move for a 
matter of seconds.  When she opened her eyes, her hands lowered in prayer fashion and rested 
against her lips.  She drew her hands away and leaned in to cover her lips fully over his with a 
firm caress.

“Baby steps,” she whispered against his lips.  She rubbed her cheek against his and wrapped 
her arms about his shoulders.  “That’s all I can give right now.” 

Dylan drew her tightly against his chest.
“Ho. Ho. Ho.” He responded with a smile. “There is magic in Christmas after all.”  

“No matter how you feel, get up, dress up, show up and kick ass.”

CHAPTER 15

As much as she knew this day would eventually arrive, Alana dreaded rehashing the 
accident, reliving the pain and the gore of what she experienced and survived.

She hesitated briefly as she counted the thirteen stone steps before her that lead up to the 
massive double wood doors to City Hall.  The three and a half story Romanesque building with 
its triple-arches, intricate sculpted entranceway flanked by gruesome gargoyles, and a tall clock 
bell tower gave it a rather oppressive feel.

She sighed deeply and forced herself to acknowledge in a voice shaky with indecision.
 “Thirteen steps and those ugly creatures up there better be a good sign and not an amen.”



Her daughter, Emily, tightened her grip on Alana’s left arm and her son, Matthew gave her 
waist an affectionate squeeze, as he leaned forward and placed a tender kiss upon her right 
cheek. 

“We’re right here with you, mom, and promise never to leave your side.  You can do this. 
You need to do this and help them put that son of a bitch behind bars,” he vexed in an emotional 
tone.

Alana gazed into her son’s hazel eyes, and she whimpered softly as she saw them rimmed 
with tears and forced herself to smile, even weakly.  More than anything, she knew she had to do 
this for them and the horrific experience they were forced to suffer through along with her.  They 
nearly lost their mother.  Their children nearly lost their doting grandmother.  Their lives were 
placed on hold and affected just as grievously. 

Her voice quaked with raw emotion as she gazed up at the massive structure in front of her.
“Let’s get this over with,” she huffed as she placed her right foot upon the first step and 

moved upward.
 Her insides trembled with nervous uncertainty despite the positive reinforcement she had 

with her children by her side.  God!  How she wished Dylan was there too.  He could have been. 
He asked to be, but she had declined his offer.  

Why did she keep doing that?  She said she would be his girl but still, every time he reached 
out, she held him at arm’s length.  Baby steps, she remembered telling him.  What the hell did 
that mean?  He was an adult.  She was a grown woman.  She knew deep down in her heart he 
was what she needed, what she had prayed for and wanted in a man and undeniably he … was … 
all … man.  

Her eyes kept drifting up at the gargoyles overhead and she hated how they looked down at 
her.  Why do people carve such hideous looking things anyway onto buildings, she wondered? 
This whole day was feeling off center.  In a very short while, she was going to learn about the 
man who changed her life forever, and she silently prayed the discomfort she was feeling before 
even entering the building, was not proving a bad omen after all.

When they crossed into the huge entrance hall, an intimidating security station generally 
found at most airports blocked their way.  She handed her purse over to one of the attending 
officers and passed through a body scanner.  All the bells and whistles resounded with an echo 
throughout the chamber.

Alana snickered and threw up her hands, as she shook her head at the officer.
“Young man, I’ve got more steel rods in my body than this damn contraption I just went 

through.”
The officer looked at his partner, and then at her companions.  Emily and Matthew shrugged 

their shoulders simultaneously and nodded their head with a look that conveyed, “she ain’t 
kidding,” and he waved her through.

  Once Emily and Matthew cleared as well, they were directed to the DA’s office and moved 
toward the elevators that would take them to the second floor.

A gracious, mature, receptionist greeted them upon entering and they only had to wait a few 
brief moments before they were escorted within the inner sanctum of where justice prevailed.

Ray Hampton proved far from the vision of the man she expected to greet her as she crossed 
the threshold into his office.  For someone noted as “The Toxic Terminator” North of the Big 



Apple, she anticipated a giant of a man with shoulders as wide and a voice that created shock 
waves when he spoke.

The gentleman, who rose from behind a massive cherry desk wider than he was tall, favored 
a slight paunch, large crinkling eyes that sparkled like jade, and a perfectly-shaped bald head that 
reflected the ceiling light above.  His smile was as warm and inviting as his voice when he 
moved forward to extend his hand in greeting.

“Ms. Waverly, it’s a pleasure meeting you,” he patted her hand tenderly.
He turned in introduction toward an attractive woman, who rose from a side chair, as they 

entered the room and stood nearly a foot taller with wavy auburn tresses that cascaded over her 
shoulders and blue eyes that hinted at an underlying hardness and reserve.

“Let me introduce you to my assistant on this case, Miranda Amherst,” he continued.
Miranda stepped forward and clasped Alana’s hand firmly with an expression of a woman 

who meant business.
“May I call you Alana?” she asked.
Alana nodded as she shook her hand and replied.
“Yes please,” she said as her stomach lurched nervously.  
She turned toward her daughter. 
 “This is my daughter, Emily and,” she turned slightly to her right, “my son, Matthew.”
Mr. Hampton scampered to the right of the room and rolled another black leather straight 

arm chair in front of his desk and directed them to take a seat with a wave of his hand.
“This will take some time, as I warned on the phone.  Can I have my secretary bring you 

some refreshment before we begin?”
After all three of them shook their heads and acknowledged their decent, he took his place 

before them and gave a thoughtful look, as he interlaced his fingers, and rested his elbows upon 
his desk.

“First let me say, Ms. Waverly, how terribly sorry I am for the pain and suffering you 
incurred at the hands of the defendant Dale Philips.”

Alana’s reaction took everyone by surprise, as she sucked a deep breath into her lungs with a 
shudder.

Emily reacted immediately with concern as she reached out to grasp hold of her hand. 
“Mom … you okay?”
Alana nodded slowly and blushed with embarrassment.
“I’m sorry,” her voice shook with emotion.  “Hearing his name referenced that way just 

makes it all so real.”
The DA dropped his palms to his desk and leaned in.
“That’s why we’re all here today, Ms. Waverly, to try and … try is the operative word here, 

to create a level of comfort, understanding, and support around you.  It won’t be easy, I assure 
you.  This man is perceived as a pillar of the community despite his continued efforts to drive 
while intoxicated.  He’s very influential.  So far, he’s been able to evade the law and shall we 
say; pay his way out of his indiscretions.

It irks me to tell you this, but he was able to post bail and was released under his own 
recognizance.”

Alana’s glare seared the air.  “He’s free!”



“Out … not free.  Even though we posted a million, he had no problem coming up with the 
money.”

Alana’s annoyance showed.  “What if he tries to intimidate me?”
“Wouldn’t make sense to,” he rebutted.  “Defense can’t argue the toxicology and witness 

reports or the videos taken from security cameras at the scene.  Intimidating you wouldn’t serve 
any purpose.  Not only that, I don’t believe he’s that kind of a man.  He’s looking at jail time. 
Defense will try to argue the severity of your injuries and disclaim they weren’t life threatening 
to get him a lesser charge and sentencing.  There’s also the chance they may plea but, we’re not 
prepared to grant any.” 

He leaned back in his chair and interlaced his fingers against his protruding belly.
“This will be considered his first offense.  I have no intention letting him off easily.  You 

will be forced to remember and relive the trauma all over again.  It will be painful.  It will be 
upsetting, but I promise, he popped forward again emphasizing with an extended point finger, 
“this case is solid and he will serve time for what he did to you.

I am aware of Dr. Holbrook and will be calling her as a primary witness for her testimony 
will be vital.  I know of your frailty as your hospital records have been subpoenaed.  I will make 
sure that someone from Dr. Holbrook’s clinic is present throughout the trial at a cost to the State 
perchance, you may find yourself in need of their support.” 

Alana interrupted.
“I didn’t even know I needed to meet with her until a short while ago. How did you know?” 
He raised his hands and gave her a look like the cat that ate the canary.
“It’s our business to know, and you can rest assured, we will take every precaution to 

expedite this trail.  I’ve asked Miranda to act as my second, because her female insight is crucial 
and the female jurors will be more responsive to her rather than my” he cleared his throat and 
winked playfully, “magnetic personality.” 

Alana could feel her body relax.  She knew she was in good hands and had a sneaky 
suspicion that the teddy bear sitting in front of her had a hidden persona that could make men 
larger than life shudder to the core.  He did not get the name The Toxic Terminator for nothing, 
and ever since he was elected into office, his record of convictions had been flawless.  

She smiled inwardly as she embraced his words.  She had already survived the worse of her 
ordeal and would dig deep within her to muster whatever bit of strength and resilience she could 
find to get her beyond what was yet to come.  At least she hoped to.

The questions she wanted to ask caught in her throat, and she tried to swallow the restriction 
away.  Her eyes darted from the DA to his assistant and back.

“Will I have to testify?  How long will the trial run, and has a date been scheduled?” 
Miranda was the one to respond.
“No on your first question, and our case is strong without needing your testimony; however, 

the defense can request the court permission to do so.  We’ll just have to deal with it if it arises. 
If all goes smoothly, we should give our closing remarks within a week and Tuesday, January 
8th has been reserved.”

There was no turning back now, Alana realized as her fingers curled around the arms of her 
chair.  She thought maybe she would have more time, but had to assume the DA had everything 
in preparation or, he would not have reserved a date on the docket.  Her accident happened 
nearly two months ago, more than enough time for them to prepare a strong case.  



“Well then, let’s dig in and tell me what you’ve got.”
From the very beginning, Alana expected it was going to be harder but still could not 

question her own resolve.  She was extremely appreciative of the two people sitting before her 
and how they must have worked tirelessly to prepare for the court date.

When Raymond Hampton gave a brief summation of his opening remarks, Alana knew the 
right man was at the helm.  However, she never expected his presentation would be so 
painstakingly raw, factual, and harshly direct.  

Even despite his delicate attempts to warn her earlier of the sensitive nature of the evidence 
collected, she still felt terribly violated and exposed.  

The impact of it was devastating.  She knew how imperative including them were to proving 
how badly she was victimized.  Knowing it would all be made public and fair game for the 
media, felt offensive and wrong.  

A surge of trepidation tightened in her chest as she gazed down at the evidence laid out on 
the table before her and the uncut, caustic, reality left her trembling and turning white.

Alana looked at her children with tear-filled eyes and started to shake uncontrollably.
Matthew’s tone was filled with cynicism as he barked his displeasure.
“Is it necessary for her to be there?  Does she have to be exposed like this?”
He jumped from his seat and moved to Alana’s side in a flash, encircling his arms as a field 

of protection around her.  In seconds, Emily joined him to shield her as well.
Alana snuggled her face against the warmth of her son’s midsection and turned into him, 

wrapping her arms about his waist.
A barrage of hot tears escaped and she finally succumbed to the pent up emotion she had 

held at bay for far too long.  She could not stop herself.  She did not want to try and she cared 
even less that she was making a scene.  It was as if a damn erupted inside of her and every 
cringing, painful torture she restrained, was released in a torrent of unbridled emotions.  For far 
too long, she put up a big front and tried to maintain a sense of control for her children’s sake, 
but she was spent, and scared, and just wanted it to come to an end.  She wanted her life back, 
wanted to be free of the pain, and wanted to walk unencumbered and not go through any of this. 

Miranda retrieved a shot of whiskey from a nearby credenza and moved forward to stand at 
Alana’s side.  She stroked Alana’s head tenderly and spoke softly.

“Shh, it’s okay.  I know it’s an awful shock the first time around.  I know what you’re 
feeling … the … the degradation and embarrassment.  Looking at the evidence is like reliving 
the horror all over again but this time, this time it is more acute, more vivid, and even more 
violating.”

Miranda placed the crystal glass down on the table, looked at Emily as she moved closer and 
nodded toward Alana.

“May I please,” she directed her plea towards Alana’s daughter.
Emily hesitated briefly before she moved to the side and allowed Miranda to squat down 

beside her mother.
Miranda caressed Alana’s shoulder and tried to coax her to turn towards her.
“Alana, look at me please,” she delicately persuaded.  “Please, Alana,” she repeated.
Alana lifted and turned her head slightly, as she still held onto her son, and she sniffled 

deeply as her body shuddered.



Miranda nodded toward the glass on the table, as she looked up at Matthew, and he reached 
for it, and handed it back to her.

“Take just a little sip of this, okay?  I promise it will help ... please just a tiny sip,” she 
gently prodded, as she brought the glass to Alana’s lips.

Alana looked down at the amber liquid and back up into Miranda’s worrisome gaze.  She 
read the genuine consideration the young woman was feeling for her.  There was something else 
there mirrored in the depth of her blue eyes, a story to be told, a story perhaps much like hers. 
She saw the pain and the sadness reflected there, and she was drawn to slowly reach out, take 
hold of the glass, and bring it to her lips.

She took more than a sip.  She made a face as the hard liquor coated her throat and burned as 
it traveled down into her belly and helped calm her.

“How did you know?” she asked.
The young assistant’s eyes instantly misted with tears, as her face reflected her own personal 

horror … a horror that could have happened just yesterday.
“Brutal rape,” she strained, “I was fourteen then, walking home after cheerleading practice. 

It was getting dark, and I only lived a block from school.  He was there waiting for me, hiding 
like a predator in the bushes.  I fought him,” her voice quivered.  “The louder I screamed and 
fought, the harder he punched.  I was unrecognizable by the time he was done with me.  I was his 
fourth victim.  The girls before me were a lot younger.  Two had died from their injuries.” Her 
eyes appeared even darker as she took a deep breath.

“The other survivor was only ten, when they found her comatose and lying in a pool of 
blood.  I saw his face.  I lived to tell.  I survived for those little girls he hurt even worse than me. 
I knew I had to be the one to stop him, so he wouldn’t hurt anyone else ever again.”  Her voice 
quivered.  “I wanted to run, when I sat in this very office, at this very table, just like you are now. 
When they showed me the photos of what he had done, I felt like he was punching me all over 
again, like he was violating me again.” 

Miranda fixed her eyes on Alana then and this time it was anger she read in their depths … 
anger not directed at her, but anger directed at the memory of the fourteen-year-old, who had lost 
her innocence and her zest for life that day.

“Dale Philips is a predator and the vehicle he drives at the time of his intoxications is the 
weapon he uses.  The next time he could kill a mother and her child.  The next time he could take 
the life of a father returning home late from a long day at the office.  The next time he could 
murder a car full of teens on their way to their school’s basketball game or senior prom.”

Miranda reached out to take the glass from Alana’s hand and gave it to her son.  She placed 
Alana’s hands in hers and squeezed them tightly.

“Don’t allow this man to continue his tirade of power.  He thinks he’s untouchable.  He 
thinks he is better than you.  He thinks he’s above the law.  By including these photos into 
evidence, you can take that power away from him, you can take him to civil court and sue him 
for damages and make him pay for the pain, the suffering and the loss of your mobility for the 
rest of your life.”

Alana moved her hands from the young DA’s and encircled Miranda’s neck, hugging her 
tenderly to her breast.  Together they cried, women as one, united in a pain that will never be 
forgotten, but gracefully endured.  



“Joy does not simply happen.  We must choose it every day.”

CHAPTER 16
 
Dylan proved to be a persistent, yet tempting little bugger; Alana smiled as her car idled 

before the red traffic light at the corner of State and Pearl.  No matter how hard she tried to keep 
him at a distance, he wormed his way deeper into her life and her heart.  He made a point to call 
her every other day starting after Christmas and coax her into communicating about her activities 
and even imparting her advice regarding either a client, or a project he was working on. 

He asked her to join him for a special New Year’s celebration he would like to plan and she 
still had not given him her answer.  New Year’s was a very intimate and romantic holiday when 
shared between two people, who had a very strong attraction for each other.  Alana was afraid of 
intimacy altogether, especially now that her body was scarred and stiff from her injuries.  She did 
not know, if she was ready to display that part of herself to anyone outside of the medical realm.

She pressed the accelerator when the light turned green and made an immediate right turn 
onto Willow Court, heading north for her doctor’s appointment.  Waynesport was such a quaint 
little village, and she enjoyed driving or walking down its main boulevard with its old world 
charm, historic buildings, chic boutiques, and homey country shops all intermingled together.

Just that morning, Alana was forced to be firm with Dylan when he insisted on driving her to 
her morning appointment.  No one knew she was going to see a Psychotherapist accept the DA, 
and her doctors and she wanted to keep it that way.  

Her children did not know she was tormented with flashbacks and recurring nightmares 
about the accident.  She had no appetite and suffered a near panic attack the first time she went 
for a short run and a car came to close to the curb of the sidewalk.  There were only four physical 
therapy sessions remaining and then it was up to her body and progression.  The cold weather did 
not help either, and there were days her hip, leg, or both throbbed like a bothersome toothache. 
She knew she had to contend with the annoyance the rest of her life, but her coping skills had 
faltered dramatically after the accident, and she knew she needed help. 

She was looking forward to her first consultation with Dr. Phyllis Holbrook, and silently 
prayed it would prove her salvation.  She took some time to research the specialist her surgeon 
had referred her to, and Alana was quite impressed by the many articles written regarding Dr. 
Holbrook’s trauma therapy program. 

Many of her colleagues in the field and former patients acclaimed the success of her 
practices and that of her team.  There were many accounts of patients avowing working with her 
was one of the best decisions of their lives.  Because of her treatments, they were no longer 
fearful of life and now looked forward to each new day with confidence and wonder.  

She liked the fact they commonly expressed a sense of completion and being independent of 
needing others to fix them, or make them feel safe. Dr. Holbrook helped them all achieve a sense 
of peacefulness.  Alana wanted that so much for herself.  She wanted that badly.  She felt 
crippled both physically and emotionally and wanted it to stop.

Life felt hopeless, and when she conversed on the phone with the doctor for the very first 
time, the doctor had told her hope was the rarest necessity of life; and because of that, Alana 
knew she had to meet with her. 



 Alana also knew she had much to be thankful for.  She was alive, not hideously maimed for 
the rest of her life, had gotten her complete memory back accept that of the accident and the 
most handsome, successful, and sexy man in the world, who was trying to win her heart.  BUT, 
she felt out of sorts, disconnected, and far from whole. 

Alana pulled into the parking garage for the Intensive Trauma Therapy Building, parked her 
car, and rode the elevator to the sixth floor.

When she entered the lobby, the receptionist was having a discussion with a woman she 
referenced as Dr. Holbrook.  The doctor reminded Alana of a favorite teacher she adored in 
elementary school with her medium-length hair a mass of soft silver curls.  The doctor, however, 
had a tiny petite face though with soft round spectacles that sat upon a pert nose.  As she turned 
to gaze at Alana, her eyes were captivating and the color of a Peridot gem. 

The doctor moved forward and covered Alana’s hand with hers in greeting, and led her into 
an office that made Alana sigh with its Mediterranean feel and textured stucco walls the color of 
golden olive oil and accented with cream molding.  The patterned fabric that covered the couch 
and chairs, was a blend of gold and burnt terra cotta orange, and novelty Tuscan pieces were 
spread about the room and decorated the walls.

Alana sank into the thick cushions of an arm chair, while Dr. Holbrook occupied the sofa 
across from her.

“If you don’t mind, Ms. Waverly, I would like to record my sessions for review and future 
reference.  I don’t take notes as quickly as I use too when I was twenty years younger,” the 
doctor smiled warmly. 

Alana nodded her head in agreement.
“Please call me Alana, Dr. Holbrook, and yes that’s fine.”
“Thank you, and I will,” Dr. Holbrook replied and clicked the recorder on.  “This is Dr. 

Phyllis Holbrook sitting with a new patient, Alana Waverly, on the 29th day of December in the 
year two-thousand-eleven.  Alana, can you share with me how you’re feeling right at this very 
moment?”  

Doctor Holbrook leaned back against her sofa, crossed her legs, and awaited Alana’s 
response.

Alana expelled a long, slow breath.
“Like I’m damaged goods and irreparably broken, to be quite honest.” 
Dr. Holbrook cut in with a smile and nodded.
“Thank you, Alana.  Complete and open honesty is exactly what I need in order to get to the 

heart of the problem.  Please go on.”
Alana’s eyes drifted about the room and settled on a small three-foot Christmas tree sitting 

atop a beautifully carved credenza with decorations of gold, and also wine themed ornaments in 
the shape of beautiful wine barrels, bottles, and delicate glass pieces with decorative grape 
accents.  It was obvious the doctor was a connoisseur of everything Tuscan, when she glimpsed 
at a montage of exquisite Italian bowls mounted on the wall to her left that were set in colorful 
tones and exemplified a taste of the old country. A beautiful woven tapestry with floral 
botanicals in soft hues, ambers and purples caught her eye, and she felt such extreme comfort 
embraced by the warming surroundings.  She felt relaxed, and her voice sounded monotone as 
she opened up her soul and began to express her deepest feelings.



“I don’t know why I feel so ashamed, when I didn’t do anything wrong!  One minute I’m 
wimpy, and then I’m bitchy, and so overly emotional, and self-consumed. I’m afraid of 
connecting with a man, afraid of trusting, loving, just letting go.  I don’t know why I just can’t 
get past all of this and move on with my life”

Alana jumped with fright and yelped when a fierce gust of wind rattled the window pane 
loudly.  Dr. Holbrook leaned forward, snapped off the recorder, and rose as she sent a thoughtful 
look Alana’s way.

“I think a nice cup of tea would be perfect right about now.  What do you think dear?” she 
smiled.

“That would be nice … yes,” Alana replied.
Dr. Holbrook clapped her palms together as she moved toward a small kitchenette set to the 

back of her office. 
 “Splendid.  I have this lemon balm and sage blend that lifts the spirit, soothes the soul, and 

will warm both of our bellies.”
The tea was prepared under three minutes, and Alana found she loved the doctor’s sense of 

style, as she carried the warm refreshment over to the coffee table atop a silver tray.  The elegant, 
glazed white porcelain cups and saucers were edged in gold and accented with heart shaped rims 
and lushly designed with the softest pink roses interlaced through pale green vines.  Dr. 
Holbrook handed Alana her cup, seated back down upon the sofa, and took a sip from her own.

 “What an exquisite set, Dr. Holbrook.  Is it a family heirloom?”
 Dr. Holbrook smiled proudly and nodded.
“It has been in my mother’s family for four generations,” she sighed proudly.  “It reminds 

me so much of my mother and grandmother who are now deceased.” 
Alana’s eyes softened.
“I’m so sorry.”
Dr. Holbrook waved her hand to dismiss the thought.
“Both passed many years ago, but it’s nice to have something they cherished all of their lives 

with me.  Now, back to you, my dear.”
She leaned forward to click the recorder back on.
“Let me explain trauma a little, so you can understand that blame does not lie with you.”
She settled back against the cushions with her tea cup and saucer in hand and took another 

sip before beginning.
“Trauma, you see, can have an effect on the brain that is physiological. It has nothing to do 

with being weak or not being able to cope.  You suffered an extreme trauma to your body and 
when that happens, the left side of the brain is affected and temporarily knocked out of 
commission, even if you had no injury to that side at all. This is the side that usually helps us 
make sense of events in an orderly, organized manner. It lets us know what is in the past, what is 
going on now, and what is in the future. It also helps us to solve problems.  

Simply stated, you’re left side is out of order, and when it shuts down, the right tries to 
compensate and store that memory.” 

 She took another sip before proceeding.    
“The problem, is the right side deals with being in the moment, so to speak, everything that 

is going on in the here and now. Your accident happened nearly two months ago, but your right 
side is reacting like it just happened now.  



The right side is storing those traumatic memories in bits and pieces instead of in the logical, 
linear way your left side should be.  So, all of the sights, sounds, smells, taste and reactions from 
the accident are being stored not as a whole, completed, finished story that happened in the past 
as it should.”

Alana pressed her palm against her forehead and shook her head in dismay.
“I’m such a frigging mess.”
“No you’re not dear,” the doctor replied without hesitation.  “The effects are making you 

change how you view events, circumstances, yourself, people in your life but, it can be fixed.”
 Alana frowned sternly.
“How?”
“First we have to decide what kind of trauma you have.  By that I mean, is your effect 

emotional, spiritual, physical, relational or a mix of some.  From what you’re telling me, I 
suspect emotional and relational.  I say that because, you’re feeling as though you’ve lost 
control.  Your emotions are intense and you’re afraid of relationships particularly with the 
opposite sex. Would you say that was correct?” 

Alana nodded.
“Yes.  At times I feel numb and shut-off from everyone and disconnected.  Sometimes, I just 

don’t want to get out of bed, even take a shower for days, but I force myself.  In the beginning, I 
needed help and had to move in with my daughter.  Before the accident, I lost my job and home. 
I was financially ruined and even evicted from my apartment.  I’m frantic about connecting with 
this man who adores me.  I’m attracted to him, and when he’s around at that particular moment, I 
feel wonderful but after, I feel like something is sucking the life out of me. 

Doctor, my life is like a river of mindless contradictions, and I’m being swept along in the 
rapids, while trying to find sure footing that isn’t there.”

The doctor reflected a few brief moments as she gathered her thoughts and took another sip 
from her tea cup.  She moved forward to place the tea set on the coffee table between them, 
leaned her elbows on the tops of her thighs, and interlaced her fingers, as she gave Alana a 
thoughtful look.

“The connection you have with this special man, embrace it, Alana, for he is in the now and 
his presence will help continue to create beautiful memories.  If you have such strong feelings 
and attraction for him, hold on to that, draw strength from him especially, if he is understanding 
and offers you strength and stability.

Treatment is different for everyone.  We work as a team here and have the skills to reverse 
those effects.  We will help you understand why you are experiencing certain symptoms through 
therapy, and will use certain integrative tools, not medication, as that won’t be necessary in this 
instance.

We will show you how to help your right brain finish that story in your head in a way your 
left can’t on its own just yet.  The past will be the past.  Your sessions will be exhausting and 
intensive, I assure you.  But it will be the kind of exhaustion, that comes from accomplishment 
and fulfillment, not frustration.”

Alana chewed over everything she just heard for a few brief moments, took a sip of her tea, 
and said with a tight smile.

“It sounds like I could be in therapy for months.”
The doctor tilted her head slightly in reflection for a few brief moments and smiled.



“I don’t believe so dear, because you didn’t wait too terribly long to seek help, and 
everything is still fresh and raw.  I’d like to see you three times a week for the first two weeks, 
and then we’ll go from there.  The post-trauma recovery work that we’ll be using, will help you 
disassociate yourself from the accident and those memories will no longer intrude your mind.  Of 
course, you’ll still always remember the experience, but you’ll be able to put it in perspective 
and those live, overwhelming, negative emotions will no longer exist.  Do you have any other 
questions before we commence and decide on a time convenient for you?”

Alana leaned forward to place her tea set on the coffee table in front of her.
“Would we begin this week … or … not until after New Year’s?”
Dr. Holbrook rose and Alana followed suit, as they both moved away from the coffee table 

and faced each other.
“Since New Year’s Eve is two days away, let’s begin your first session on Monday the 

third,” she answered, as she touched Alana’s arm tenderly.  “What I want you to do is enjoy the 
holiday and make plans with that wonderful young man of yours.  Try not to focus on anything 
negative.  Let nature take its course and everything will fall into place, I promise you.”

Alana huffed loudly.
“I’ll try, Dr. Holbrook.  Thank you so much.  I can’t wait for the sessions to begin and feel 

hopeful already.”

“Life is not measured by the breaths you take, but simply by those moments which 
take our breath away.”

CHAPTER 17

Alana’s insides were all a quiver with butterflies as the Equinox Resort came into view.  She 
was afraid of hyperventilating, and her mouth fell agape, as she gazed upon the breathtaking and 
inviting columned structure standing before her.  She could not believe they were going to stay at 
such a posh, exclusive resort.  It had been nearly fifteen years since the last time Alana visited 
the scenic Vermont village while during a fall excursion with Emily.  She always wanted to 
come back. 

In 1995 the double room cost was $195.00 per person, and she could only imagine what it 
was now, as her eyes scanned over the massive renovated building. 

Did she make a mistake, she wondered, when she gave Dylan her answer the afternoon 
following her first session with Dr. Holbrook to come here with him?  Maybe she jumped too 
quickly.  All the way home and right up to the moment she took his call, she battled with herself, 
considering her doctor’s suggestion to embrace Dylan’s intentions.  

What she would do, might do, and shouldn’t do, if anything started between them was a 
jumble in her mind.  Dr. Holbrook’s final words, “let nature take its course,” rang in her ears.

She stressed, swallowing nervously.
Yah right!  I can’t even remember when the last time was I got naked in front of a man, she 

thought nervously.    



She reflected back on how Dylan tricked her.  She had no idea he planned a three-day 
getaway to historic Manchester, until he came to pick her up only an hour ago for what he had 
her believe was just a lunch date.  When Emily extracted a packed suitcase from the front hall 
closet and handed it over to Dylan, she was in shock, then pissed, then felt cornered and 
exhilarated all at the same time.

Even though the long drive had gone by quickly with relaxing and effortless conversation, 
she started to perspire.  Yes, Dylan put her at ease before they pulled away from Emily’s house, 
assuring her they would not be sleeping in the same bed, unless of course, she wanted him to. 
And he was able to get a suite with separate bedrooms as well.

But still?  Two nights and three days alone with him could prove embarrassing, even if she 
decided to sleep with him.  She hadn’t been with a man … hell … I think I already argued that 
point, she smarted quietly and looked again at the massive structure.  This is out of my league, 
she thought as she watched the fancy doorman and the high end clientele entering the lobby with 
their Louis Vuitton luggage.

“For the love of god,” she lightly shrieked as her eyes drifted from Dylan and back to the 
resort.  “You never said —”

He chuckled with glee as he parked his car in front of the resort.
  “That’s why it’s called a surprise,” he replied.
She began to shake her head in argument.  “But Dylan I —” 
Dylan lifted his hand in interruption.
“Don’t Alana,” he chided.  “I wanted to give you a small getaway after everything you’ve 

been through.  You’ll be going to court soon.  You need this time to relax, to forget about the 
tomorrows, and focus on the here and now.  Please don’t question the cost when we’re together. 
Get over it.  I intend to spoil you, and I sure as hell can afford it.  Don’t take the joy of giving 
away from me.”

Alana blushed.  He had a right to take her to task, but she still could not help feeling 
uncomfortable.  

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled softly.  “I’m just not use to being pampered like this.” 
Dylan leaned forward and kissed her cheek tenderly.
“I know beautiful.  You’re my girl now, and that gives me the honor and privilege of doing 

so.  You got it?”  He tapped her nose playfully. 
She nodded, quirking her lip to the side and replied, “Got it.”
She turned her head to view the structure once more as Dylan exited the car and she gulped. 

She watched as he walked around in front of the car and waved a greeting to the doorman attired 
in a dapper black uniform.  The doorman gave Dylan a regal bow, lifted his arm, and directed a 
bellman with a quick wave of his hand to approach their car.

Dylan opened her door and extended his hand as the bellman moved down a pathway that 
was bordered with marble slabs, and gave her the most glorious smile that made her heart skip 
with excitement.

“Our adventure begins beautiful,” he leaned in to plant a soft kiss upon her lips, as he curved 
her arm through his and escorted her forward to the front entrance.

“Welcome to the Equinox Resort,” the middle-aged doorman smiled and bowed regally once 
again, as he opened the door for them to enter.  “We hope your stay with us is a memorable one.”



Alana could not help but gasp, as they entered the front lobby.  She did not know where to 
look first as her eyes scanned from the high majestic ceilings and massive indoor columns, to the 
rich wooden plank floors and lavish furnishings in tones of beige and green.  It was nothing like 
she remembered.  It was a sophisticated blend of New England charm and contemporary luxury. 
There were opulent spaces that incorporated fine art and beautiful antique pieces.  Consoles, 
large hand-woven area rugs and ceiling lamps that depicted a menagerie of glass, iron and crystal 
were hung everywhere.

“Dylan, pinch me please,” she spoke above a whisper, as her eyes kept drifting while he led 
her almost blindly to the registration area.

They were greeted by an attractive male clerk with rich auburn hair, a spray of freckles 
across his nose, and deep blue eyes that reflected the merriment in his voice.

“Welcome to the Equinox Resort.  Are you here to celebrate the ringing in of the New Year 
with us?”

Dylan answered happily.  
“We are indeed, young man!  I believe you have us reserved for the Cupola Suite.”
“Ah yes, we’ve been expecting you Mr. Clayburn and Ms. Waverly,” the clerk smiled 

happily.  “The concierge was able to accommodate all of your requested activities and bundled 
your confirmations into one of our leather welcome pouches for you.  A table has also been 
reserved, as you requested, in our Marsh Tavern for lunch, which is to your left,” he pointed, 
“and the bellman will take your luggage directly to your suite for you.” 

Dylan turned to Alana.
“Would you prefer to go to our suite to freshen up, or head in for lunch right away?”
“I’m famished.  Do you mind?”
Dylan shook his head, “Not at all.  I was hoping you’d say that.”
Alana watched as Dylan walked over to the bellman, exchanged a few words, and extended 

what she knew to be a tip.  He turned and then joined her.
“Let’s go see what wonderful treats await us,” he offered as he wrapped his arm 

possessively about her waist.
Their table had a breathtaking view of the beautiful Equinox Mountains to the west, as they 

settled into high-backed chairs upholstered in a warm mauve and beige striped pattern adjacent 
to a real wood burning fireplace.

“Do you have an affinity for fireplaces?” she teased.
“I believe you do though,” he smiled.  “Do you remember telling me it was the one thing 

you wished the apartments had at Riverside?” 
Alana shook her head sadly, because she did not. 
A female waitress nearly as old as the tavern itself lumbered up to their table with a 

personality just as inviting as the décor.  She introduced herself as Lillian and highly 
recommended the hearty beef stew with herb and cheddar biscuits and a crock of French onion 
soup to start them off, which they both agreed to and ordered.

When Lillian returned with huge coffee mugs spiced lightly with rum and topped with whip 
cream, she pulled out a small digital camera, told them to pose close to each other, coaxed them 
to smile, clicked the flash and left.

Alana leaned forward after the waitress departed.
“Was that just odd, or is it me?” Alana asked quizzically.



Dylan chuckled, leaned forward, and covered the side of his mouth.  His eyes sparkled with 
mischief.

“I kind of planned it that way.”
Alana reached out and playfully slapped his hand.
  “Oh …you!”
The waitress returned with a colorful pamphlet that had a photo insert and handed it to 

Dylan with a wink and a smile.
“Here you go handsome … another memory captured for you and the beautiful lady.” 
Dylan returned her wink, opened the pamphlet and lifted the photo from the pocket.
“We certainly do look good together,” he agreed, as he turned it towards her to see.  “What 

do you think gorgeous?”
She nodded in agreement with a radiant smile.  “Definitely one for the memory book,” she 

replied.
Dylan slipped the photo back into the jacket and flipped the pamphlet over.
“This is pretty cool.  It gives a little history about the tavern.  Want to hear?”
Alana shook her head excitedly, as she took a sip of her spiced coffee and sighed with 

delight.
“That good huh?” he asked as he picked up his own mug to take a sip before beginning. “Oh 

wow!  A few of these and we’ll be ready for an afternoon nap together,” and quirked his brows 
playfully.

Alana gave him a look that said “don’t go there” and he gave her a devilish grin.
“Okay … let’s see here.  The historic Marsh Tavern was erected in 1769 and one of the first 

lodging houses in Vermont.  It was expropriated shortly after its owner, William March, decided 
the British would win the war and gave his allegiance to them.  So much for choosing the wrong 
side,” he joked.   

“When they took his property, he fled to Canada and then in 1780, Thaddeus Munson 
bought the tavern and built an inn next door.  It changed owners three times; the columns were 
added out front in 1839 and the Equinox House with two hundred rooms was established in 
1853.  The actual north wing was the private homestead of one of the three owners, L. Charles 
Orvis.”

“Oh, I saw his name and the date 1832 on the fireplace in the lobby!”  Alana interjected. 
“There’s a lot of history to this place over the last two hundred years.”
Lillian returned with their soup and they dug in and continued conversing as they ate.
“I can’t believe the major renovations done to this place, since the last time I was here nearly 

fifteen years ago.  I mean, they must have spent millions!”
 “Twenty million to be exact,” he input.
Alana’s eyes grew wide as saucers.
Dylan smiled. 
“Unbelievable, right?  When I was checking this place out on the web, I read up on it a little 

before I decided to reserve the suite.  I heard a lot about it over the years, but never had the 
chance to come and check it out.  They hired a very renowned designer by the name of Geoffrey 
Bradfield to helm the refurbishment.  I mean this guy has been recognized by Architectural 
Digest as one of the top designers in the world. 



He infused the designs of a Swiss sculptor, by the name of Diego Giacometti, who is most 
recognized for his furnishings and fixtures featured in the Picasso Museum in Paris.  This 
guy is a real genius.  Did you know they acquired other properties too as add-ons?” 

Alana had no idea and looked dumbfounded, “Other properties?”
       “Ah ha,” he nodded. 

 “They recently acquired the 1811 House, which was the former summer home of Abraham 
Lincoln’s granddaughter; an old three-bedroom residence off the first tee called the Dormby 
House.  Plus, they built thirty townhouses right next door.  That’s what you call renovation.  Did 
you know that first lady Mary Lincoln stayed here at the Equinox with her sons?”

Alana shook her head no as she licked the whip cream from the side of her mouth.
“I wish I was a fly on the wall when President’s Taft, Grant, Theodore Roosevelt and 

Harrison were here,” he continued.  “Mrs. Lincoln loved it so much she made reservations for 
her and the President to return the following year with their sons, but he was assassinated.”

“Didn’t Lincoln’s son take up residence here in Manchester at some time too?” Alana 
remembered.

Dylan flipped opened the pine-green leather pouch the clerk at the registration desk gave 
him earlier and flicked through the paperwork inside.  

“Yep, the home of Robert Todd Lincoln known as Hildene … we have a reservation for a 
private tour of the estate in about,” he checked his watch, “forty-five minutes.”

Alana squealed and clapped her hands, “No way!”
Dylan nodded and laughed heartily, “Yep … way,” he answered.

---

When they first drove up the gravel road to the twenty-four room Georgian Revival 
mansion, Alana never expected to come face to face with such majesty and grandeur.

Dylan was taken aback as well and a long, slow whistle escaped his lips as they neared the 
estate, which was regaler than ostentatious, with its five massive chimneys and more than twenty 
windows along the front facade.  He found the parking area quickly and excitedly they walked 
hand-in-hand through the massive gardens out front that had been cultivated for the winter.

Alana decided quietly that coming back in the early summer was a definite must as they 
moved toward the front entrance and a small visitor area.  They were greeted immediately by 
their guide and shown a six-minute film that provided the history of the Lincoln lineage and the 
acquiring of Hildene. 

It was almost like the guide had read her mind and offered to show them another three-
minute video of what the beautiful gardens looked like in early summer in case they wanted to 
make a return trip and partake in the numerous trails that would be available to them.

Alana could not believe how magnificent the formal garden was created back in 1907 in the 
form of a Gothic cathedral’s stained glass window, and still today, many of the original plantings 
remained thriving.  The video detailed how the actual window pattern was outlined with privet 
hedges that were filled in with mixed borders of annuals and perennials to provide the 
multicolored look of an actual stained glass. The garden alone was especially noted for its 
collection of over one thousand peonies.



After the video was over, the guide then led them to the front foyer and Alana gasped by the 
sight of the huge sweeping staircase that greeted them.  From the books on the shelves to 
telephones used in the early 1900’s, the house was preserved with the original beds, all of the 
antique furniture, table settings, and even the type writer dated back to when the house was 
occupied by the last living relatives.

An Aeolian organ over one hundred years old, entertained them with one of the original two 
hundred forty-two rolls as they walked about the home.  When they took the stairs to the second 
floor, an exhibit was on display that included copies and originals of the powerful words used in 
Lincoln’s speeches, and letters and historical paper clippings about him as well. Both Alana and 
Dylan stood in awe as they looked upon one of the most prized possessions of all encased in 
glass, his iconic Stovepipe Hat, which was only one of three left preserved that kept its black 
color.

They descended the stairs and were led to the back of the homestead, where again, their eyes 
beheld the most breathtakingly panoramic view off a three-hundred-foot promontory that was 
flanked by the mountains and overlooked the Battenkill Valley below.

“This view,” the guide stated, “is one of southern Vermont’s most popular wedding spots 
each summer and fall.”

Alana sighed as though caught in a fairytale, and she stepped up to the balustrade to take in 
the beautiful vista. 

“I can understand why.”
Dylan moved behind and wrapped his arms around her shoulders and drew her against his 

chest.
Alana reached up to take hold of his forearms and leaned into him, enjoying the feel and 

warmth of him against her back. 
She wondered.
Could it possibly get any better than this?  
She turned in his arms and caught his face between her palms and gazed deeply into his 

eyes.
“I have never had such an enjoyable time.  Thank you so much for this glorious day.”
Dylan slid his hands up the side of her waist and wrapped his arms about her back in a snug 

embrace.
“And the day isn’t over yet.”
She could tell from the passion reflected in his eyes that he wanted to kiss her, but he did 

not.  Instead he gazed over his shoulder at the tour guide and moved to Alana’s side, sliding his 
arm to encircle her waist.

“You wouldn’t happen to have a camera in your possession by any chance, would you 
now?” 
The guide smiled and nodded as she pulled one from her pocket.
“As a matter of fact I do,” she replied.
Alana and Dylan looked at each other and replied simultaneously before laughing, “Another 

one for the memory book.”



“The obstacles of your past can become the gateways that lead to new beginnings.”
CHAPTER 18

Upon entering their own private suite, Alana noted that their luggage had been emptied and 
their belongings put away. The room featured classic high ceilings, a muted color palette of slate 
blue, dark brown, and beige and accented with custom-made, hand-carved wardrobes for each of 
them. On the farther wall, was a large black and white photograph of The Equinox in the early 
1900’s. 

Furniture and linens were painstakingly selected with an eye toward comfort and Alana felt 
coddled and pampered already.  A custom-made king sized bed graced the room complete with 
an array of plush pillows, dramatic floor length draperies, and an exquisite marble vanity with 
double sinks in the bathroom.

When she looked at Dylan, she knew he took great pleasure in her reaction and all she could 
do was shrug.

“I … I’m speechless.”
“Exactly the reaction I wanted.  But,” he lifted his finger, “I have another surprise.” 
“I don’t know if I can take any more of those,” she answered in playful protest.
“Oh, but you can,” he moved in and drew her into his arms.  “We have two more full days 

of surprises and all you need to do is embrace and enjoy each one as they come along.  Promise 
me?”

She was intoxicated by his nearness and Alana felt like a chicken penned up with a fox.  He 
felt good, looked good, and smelled appetizing.  She had to kiss him just once, just a slow 
savoring kiss for no longer than a minute.

That’s all I need, she forced herself to believe.
It was as if he read her mind and answered the call, as he drew her face between his palms. 
She sighed as the pressure of his mouth covered over hers.
Oh, sweet Jesus, she thought.  
She should have prevented it, but now it was too late.  She had the taste of him and the 

softness of his tongue along her lip as the scent of his cologne intoxicated her senses.  His lips 
moved tenderly over hers, almost with hesitation, not sure how she would react.  She responded. 
Her senses came alive from somewhere deep within her, with a fierceness that surprised her as 
her body rippled with excitement.  

Her mind cried, wanting more, craving more of him.
Too long … it’s been too long. 
She sighed against his mouth and slid her palms up along his chest.  It had to be longer than 

a moment she thought.  She needed to stop this now before it got out of hand.  She knew what he 
wanted to do.  She knew she wanted to let him.  Somewhere in her mind, deep down in the 
recesses where her reasoning was lying dormant, she knew she could not allow it to get out of 
hand.  Not yet.  Not now. 

And then fate weighed in, and the sound of the phone ringing on the bedside table made the 
decision for the both of them.  

Alana broke away and spouted, “Saved by the bell.”
Dylan stepped to the side and reached for the phone on the third ring.  



“Yes, hello,” he answered and listened intently, nodding.  “Great, thank you.  We’ll be down 
right away.”

“Down where?” she asked as she tried to catch her breath and he replaced the receiver.
“To the spa for a one-hour Swedish massage, sound good?”
“Um, after that kiss, I need a stiff one.”  
She saw his brow arch devilishly and felt the heat rise up her neck and flush her cheeks, 

probably a bright crimson.  She waved her finger to scold him.
“Stop that, Dylan Clayburn.  You know I didn’t mean … you know that,” she pointed at his 

crotch.
Dylan roared with laughter as he drew her back into his arms in a fierce embrace.
“You are the most enticing, bewitching, and adorable woman I have ever met, Alana 

Waverly.  God!  I do enjoy you in so many ways.”
He ran his hands softly up and down her arms and placed a tender, lasting kiss upon her 

forehead.
“I thought this would be a nice ending to a long day.  By the time we’re done, it will be after 

six.  I took the liberty of ordering dinner to be delivered to our room around seven.  That will 
give us time to get back, take a shower, and then we can relax for the rest of the evening in our 
big plushy robes over dinner, a fire, and a nice bottle of wine.”

Alana had a difficult time dismissing the thought of Dylan naked under a plush robe, sitting 
before a fire, and sipping what she knew would be a savory bottle of expensive wine, which 
would further melt her willpower especially, after the kiss they just shared.  Her mouth quirked 
in an awkward smile and she backed out of his embrace.

“Shall we go then?” 
Dylan replied with a self-pleased grunt, moved to the door, and opened it for her to pass in 

front of him.  
The spa was one of the most luxurious she had ever visited, and Alana tried her best not to 

appear as if she did not fit in with the other affluent patrons waiting for their appointments.
Dylan curled his fingers around hers, as if feeling her discomfort, and walked with her to 

the reception desk and winked at the petite young clerk with his dazzling smile.
 “We just received a call for our one-hour Swedish massages.” 
The young woman smiled happily and nodded.
“Mr. Clayburn and Ms. Waverly, is that correct?”
Dylan nodded and the receptionist moved to the corner of her counter and swept her arm in 

the direction she wanted them to follow.
“Both of your therapists are waiting for you.  This way please.”
They passed a row of double French doors beyond which was a beautiful indoor swimming 

pool amid a plush aqua setting.  When they turned the corner, tranquil music greeted them along 
with a gorgeous fieldstone fireplace ablaze with burning logs and wide, soft, melon high back 
arm chairs with tufted upholstery, soft lighting and window cornices in a matching floral print 
that complimented the wide colonial windows.

A male and female therapist stood before huge golden oak six-panel doors with plush terry 
robes draped over their arms waiting to greet them.  Dylan turned to place a tender kiss upon her 
lips and a soft hug before following his therapist into the appointed room.

“Enjoy beautiful.  I’ll see you out here in an hour.”



Alana was so excited; she bobbled her head in reply and wiggled the top of her fingers 
playfully at him as a sendoff and nearly skipped after the young lady, who she hoped would send 
her on a journey to nirvana and back.

The moment she entered the therapist’s room after changing into her robe, a peaceful calm 
came over her.  The temperature was neither too hot nor too cold.  The instrumental flute music 
playing in the background was calming and serene.  The lighting had been dimmed to the point it 
was softly inviting, and the scent of lavender from burning candles set about the room permeated 
the air.

Sihu introduced herself and when Alana complimented her on her beautiful name, she 
learned it was of Native Indian decent.   Alana admired the young woman’s natural beauty.  She 
was tall and lithe.  Her raven colored hair was pulled back from her face in a ponytail that 
accentuated her large doe-shaped eyes and high cheek bones. 

“I come from a long line of healers,” she spoke softly, “and learned the power of touch from 
my ancestors.  Ever since I was twelve years old, I wanted to extensively learn the art before 
setting out on a career,” she smiled brightly.  “I will leave you for a brief moment.  Disrobe 
please and stretch out upon your stomach and cover yourself.”

Alana returned her smile and moved quickly as directed.  The moment she touched the sheet, 
she knew it had to be made of a thousand-count Egyptian cotton and sighed with contentment, as 
she pulled it over her skin, and rested her cheek against her arms crossed atop the facial pillow.

Before Sihu began, Alana briefly summarized the injuries from her accident, the discomfort 
she still experienced, and the way her body made her feel.  

Sihu reached for a purple bottle from a shelf overhead and dropped the oil into the palm of 
her hands.

“Would you prefer I explain briefly what I will be doing while massaging or, do you prefer 
your session in total silence?” 

Alana leaned up slightly.
“No, please I would like to know.  Why did you choose that particular oil?” 
Sihu extended her hand, palm out.
  “Head down please, relax, and I will be happy to explain.” 
Alana did as she was told and let Sihu work her magic.
Sihu’s voice took on a low, soft, and soothing quality as she tenderly placed her hands at 

Alana’s shoulders and began with long, fluid strokes with her palms, moving slowly back and 
forth.

“Lavender,” she spoke, “has a natural calming effect and is an excellent tonic for calming 
the nerves.  It treats headaches, nervous tension, emotional stress, and insomnia.”

Alana grunted.  “Well, that sums me up in a nutshell.”
“Not to worry then,” Sihu replied, “it has many special qualities.  Lavender improves blood 

circulation, which naturally aids in reducing the pain and stiffness you’re still experiencing.  It 
will also lower high blood pressure and help with hypertension as well.

 The massage technique I will be applying today will target your pain perfectly, and 
you should feel a dramatic change and much relief at the end of the session.  You may want 
to continue such sessions on a regular basis when you return home.”

 “Can I pack you in my suitcase?”  Alana joked.  



Sihu chuckled lightly.  “I get that often.  Now,” she patted Alana’s arm tenderly, “relax … 
close your eyes … breathe slowly … free your mind and become one with the energy.”   

Her hands fanned out over Alana’s shoulder blades continuing with the same, slow, long 
soothing strokes, and then smoothly her hands glided down Alana’s back to just above her tail 
bone, where Sihu kneaded with firm pressure from side to side for a few moments and then 
slowly back up to Alana’s shoulders again.

When Sihu reached Alana’s shoulders, she applied soft, circular motions with her fingers 
that made Alana want to purr, traveling slow across the blades of Alana’s shoulders, still with 
circular motions down the length of her back, then to Alana’s hips, addressing carefully the side 
of her injury, lower along her thighs, calves and feet.

Sihu slowly retraced her steps back up to Alana’s hip bone and down to her feet two more 
times, before having Alana flip over and work the front of her body.

Alana could feel the tension dissipate from her entire frame and felt as though she were 
undergoing some extremely major relaxation therapy.  She was actually aware of the muscles 
being massaged and could almost feel a sense of balance, and peace and soothing calm generate 
throughout her body.  If this was what they called creating harmony with yourself, she was all 
for it.  She quietly acknowledged.

One thing was certain she could not deny, she nearly chuckled lightly, she would definitely 
sleep like a baby tonight.  Alana smiled inwardly as she imagined herself conking out into a deep 
snore after consuming one glass of wine with Dylan.

The one-hour session went by sooner than expected and Alana was not ready for it to end. 
She knew she had nodded off toward the end and awoke refreshed, renewed and minus the 
discomfort she was feeling earlier.

Dylan was waiting for her when she exited Sihu’s massage room and extended a crystal 
glass filled with natural spring water and decorated with a lemon wedge.

She exhaled a loud sigh and smiled.
“That was simply exquisite.  The treatment I just received in that room,” she pointed, 

“should be as mandatory as paying taxes.”
Dylan finished his water, clasped a hold of her hand, and drew her near.
“Your cheeks are all rosy and your eyes are aglow.  Are you enjoying yourself?”
Alana took a final sip, placed the glass on the nearby table, wrapped her arms about Dylan’s 

waist and gazed up into his eyes adoringly. 
“Absolutely … positively … yes.”
He pecked the tip of her nose with a kiss.
“That’s what I want to hear.”  He gazed over at the pendulum clock on the far wall and 

noted the time.  “We are shy one hour before dinner arrives so, what do you say we return to our 
suite and get cleaned up?”

“I got dibs on the downstairs shower,” she teased as she ran for the elevator.
Dylan closed the distance between them and swung her up into his arms and twirled her 

around.
“That shower holds two you know,” he snuggled his lips against her ear.
The thought of him standing naked beside her and sharing a steamy hot shower sent chills 

sliding down her spine.  Alana did not know if she could quite go there yet and tried to hide her 
discomfort.



Concern filled his eyes and he dropped his arm from beneath her legs so her body slid 
slowly down his.  

Alana reacted naturally to the feel of him against her and she wished she had better control 
over what he made her feel.  

Dylan curled his fingers under her chin and lifted her face to gaze into her eyes.
“In time, I will have you, Alana, and it will be as natural as the sun rising at dawn.”
The elevator doors swung open and a number of individuals exited.  Dylan draped his arm 

about her shoulder as they moved forward and entered the car.  He pressed the number for their 
floor, hugged her to him and they rode in comfortable silence until they reached their destination.

Room service arrived just as Alana was finishing drying her hair.  When she exited the 
bathroom, she felt refreshed, relaxed, pain free, and extremely attractive.  She wondered if Sihu 
might have applied some ancient, mystical magic to make her feel so wonderfully renewed. 
Whatever it was, it did seem magical and she wanted to embrace every single second of it.

Dylan had a slow fire burning and a small table elegantly set for two beside the French patio 
doors with a scenic view of the mountains cast in the full moonlight glow in the backdrop.  It 
was snowing not too heavily, and the outdoors became reminiscent of a picture holiday post card 
with virginal, white snow billowed like puffy clouds over tree branches, roof tops, and 
everything it could adhere to.  A bottle of wine was breathing alongside two dinner plates 
steaming with food and awaiting their consumption.

Broiled Jumbo Sea Scallops dribbled with a White Wine Cream Sauce awaited her pallet 
along with steamed baby vegetables.  Dylan’s mouth watered over a twelve-ounce strip steak 
cooked to perfection with creamed corn and wild rice.  He poured them each a glass of wine and 
lifted his in toast.

“I’d like to share something with you my nana always said.” 
“Please do,” she nodded.
He gave her an infectious wink and smile.  
“Burn the candles every night, use satin sheets every day, and never save it for just a special 

occasion because every day … beautiful Alana … is special with you.”
He touched his glass softly up against hers and the “clink” of crystal resounded lightly.
 Alana’s eyes shadowed with the loving affection she was beginning to feel in her heart for 

the man seated before her.
“Your nana was a very wise woman.”  Alana smiled, knowing that whatever transpired 

between them from that point forward, she would embrace without hesitation.
As they dug into their dinner, they glanced back over the photos taken that day and 

reminisced their time together.
Alana loved listening to Dylan talk and the sound of his voice.  He was articulate, well 

versed, witty and charming and everything a woman could ask for.  She could not believe she 
was sitting in this very room with him, warm and comfy in their plush terry robes beside a 
romantic fire and sharing a mouth-watering dinner and a fabulous bottle of wine.

It was like a chapter from one of her own books playing out for real this time, and she 
silently said a prayer of thanks as she gazed upon the handsome man sitting across the table from 
her.  She had no idea where destiny was leading her and yearned that her life would continue in 
the upward direction it was taking.  More than anything, she wanted her relationship with Dylan 
to flourish.  She knew that the mortar of fear, suspicion, and uncertainty she had built around her 



heart as a shield of protection, was slowly beginning to deteriorate and Dylan Clayburn was the 
cause.

Everything he did for her up to this very moment had been selfless.  He asked for nothing in 
return.  He did not force her into a situation she feared venturing.  He made her feel every bit a 
beautiful woman even though she had trouble believing it herself, and most importantly, she felt 
protected and adored.

She still felt uncomfortable being fussed over and pampered, that was certain.  But she also 
could not contain the giddy excitement and anticipation she felt over the fast approaching New 
Year, and what magic and wonder Dylan had planned for them.

Her eyes were aglow with the very joy that filled her heart.
“Could we go for a walk outside in the snow?”
Dylan’s face turned playful as he contemplated her question.
“I have a better idea.  How about we go for a sleigh ride instead?”
Alana lit up like a Christmas tree and bounced excitedly in her chair as she clapped her 

hands.
“Could we?” she squealed.
He chuckled lightly. 
 “By all means,” he replied.  “Let me call the concierge and see if he can arrange it.”
Dylan rose and walked to the bedside table, dialed the number for the concierge’s desk, and 

conversed with him regarding his request.  
Alana could not tell if the conversation was positive or not and crossed her fingers under the 

table in hopes the adventure would happen.  She did not realize she was holding her breath until 
Dylan replaced the receiver and turned to face her, beaming with satisfaction.

“It’s all set.  The sleigh will arrive in thirty minutes in front of the hotel complete with a 
blanket to keep us warm and a thermos of hot chocolate.”

Alana could not contain her excitement.  When she popped up out of her chair, it tipped 
backwards as she ran forward and threw herself into Dylan’s arms.

“I am so excited!  Thank you.  Thank you. Thank you,” she planted him with kisses all over 
his face.”

Dylan lifted her off the floor and slowly turned in a circle as she drew her arms around his 
neck.  His excitement was as extreme as hers as they both laughed joyously like two little kids 
getting ready for an adventure at Disneyland.  

---

A cherry, red, vintage Bob Sleigh with beautiful lines, simple elegant curved details and a 
plush, green, velveteen interior pulled in front of the Equinox.  It was drawn by a single, deep-
chested Bay Morgan Filly, with small ears and large, kind, expressive eyes that pranced with a 
high-stepping, elegant grace of her own.  

The driver, known as Hans, was attired in a long, black woolen coat, ear muffs, black top hat 
and bright red mittens with matching woolen scarf wrapped about his collar.  Her greeted Alana 
and Dylan with bubbly exuberance and helped them step up into the sleigh, making sure they 
were nestled under a bear skin lap robe to keep them warm.



He handed them a large thermos filled with an old German hot chocolate recipe and then 
climbed up into his appointed seat, clapped his reins, and the filly known as Dancer whisked 
them away to the sound of jingling sleigh bells.

Their steaming breaths filled the air as almost immediately they were transported into a 
scene straight out of a Currier and Ives painting.  The sounds of passing cars and honking horns 
were left behind as Hans steered Dancer away from present time into a wonderland of winter 
beauty.

They rediscovered the magic of what could have been old Vermont as their sleigh glided 
effortlessly through a massive open meadow with the incredible views of the notable countryside 
passing slowly before their eyes.  The snow still fell lightly leaving a virgin, glistening blanket 
and the swishing sound of the curved, iron rails cutting a trail through the snow filled the night 
air.

They sipped their hot chocolate to warm their bellies as they ventured through a massive 
maple sugar grove and up along the expansive ridge of the Equinox mountains.  Log cabins, 
quaint little inns, and residential homes that looked like tiny match boxes peppered the 
landscape, as lights from their windows filtered through the maple trees and pines of the 
surrounding forest, while tufts of grey smoke swirled skyward from their chimney stacks.

Along the way, they spotted a pair of red fox, a family of raccoon, and came upon a small 
herd of white-tailed deer hugging the tree line.  They passed along a trail cut through the forest 
used by hikers in the summer and over a small babbling brook that still was not frozen by cold 
evening temps.    

Dylan snuggled her close in the crook of his arm and slid his hand behind to cup a hold of 
the back of her neck.

When she lifted her face to gaze into his eyes, she knew he was going to kiss her again, and 
she waited as her pulse built to a crescendo she was afraid the driver would hear.

She surrendered, the moment their lips came into contact, and he folded her into his arms. 
Her body was plaint against his, despite the cumbersome clothing they wore.  Her lips yielded 
willingly to his firm, patient assault, and he was a master at the skill.  A long, sigh of pleasure 
escaped her lips and he smiled against her mouth.

“I love the feel of your lips against mine,” he rasped.  “I want you Alana … all of you … to 
taste, to touch, to fill myself deep inside you.”

Alana wanted to hear the words I Love You before she gave into her own desire, not the 
lusty ones he was proclaiming.  She was falling in love with this man.  She knew it now as plain 
as the stars that were glistening overhead.  Before she could give herself fully to him, she needed 
to know that he loved her.

Alana tried to follow a seven date rule where men were concerned.  Don’t fall in bed with 
them, until you had at least seven dates.  She never quite made it past four or five with the other 
three failures before him, and knew it was a big mistake.  Lust always seemed to fog her better 
judgment … well; it did fog her better judgment.  Loneliness tended to do that to a woman.  She 
wanted something more … something lasting and forever.  She wanted the fairytale.  

Dylan undid the top three buttons of his jacket, removed the glove from her left hand, and 
placed her palm against his heart.

“It beats for you Alana.  My heart is yours when you’re ready to take it.”



His words made her body shudder and her heart skip a beat.  He could not have said it more 
eloquently, and her spirit soared.  

Alana knew it was a night she would never forget.  The album of memories they were 
creating together were becoming a treasure trough in her mind.  This was an experience she 
always dreamed of.  It was one of those novelties every woman added to their list of romantic 
events you just had to live through before you died, and her list was growing with each new day 
Dylan shared her life.

She could hear the sound of traffic close by and knew that their journey was coming to an 
end.

Hans turned about, lifted his top hat, bowed, and placed it back on top of his head.
“My filly and I sure do hope you enjoyed your journey with us this evening.  Once we turn 

the bend here, we’ll come in view of the Equinox,” he shared and turned back around.
“How about a cocktail as we sit beside the old L.C. Orvis fireplace before turning in?” 

Dylan offered.
“That would be wonderful,” she answered as they turned the bend and their resort came into 

view.
Dylan stepped down from the sleigh and turned to extend both of his arms to clasp around 

Alana’s waist.
Within a split second, the sound of screeching tires rented the air and both of them turned 

their heads in the direction of the calamity, and watched in horror as a dark sedan lost control on 
the slippery road, and careened into a park car just a few mere feet from where the sleigh had 
halted.

Dylan’s head snapped in Alana’s direction, when an ear-piercing scream escaped from her 
lips.

He jumped forward just in time to catch her as she pitched unconscious straight into his 
arms.  The unexpected force of her dead weight caught him off guard, and he went down hard 
with the wind being forced from his lungs.  He did his best to cradle her body against him, 
turning slightly into the fall, so her head did not come in contact with the snow packed cement 
walkway.

Hans did his best to sooth his skittish mount, before he jumped from his sleigh, and secured 
the reins to a nearby post.  He lifted the heavy lap robe from the floor of the sleigh and moved to 
Dylan’s side almost immediately, with a look of shock registered on his face.

“My god, are you okay?  Is she alright?”  His voice shook, as he threw the heavy robe about 
her.

Hans helped Dylan maneuver into a sitting position with Alana still clutched to his chest, 
then drew the robe up around the both of them.

Before Dylan could respond, the Doorman from the Equinox was at his side with two of his 
bellman.

“Is the Miss hurt?”
Dylan’s eyes shadowed with worry as he gazed down at Alana.  Her skin was void of color 

and he was afraid the shock of witnessing the huge black sedan careening towards them was a 
terrible reminder of her near death experience.  He rebuffed with a slight shake of his head.

“I just think the shock of what she saw was just too much.  She nearly died from a terrible 
crash less than two months ago,” he offered.



“Holy Lord,” the Doorman replied with shock, as he made the sign of the cross on his 
forehead.

Dylan brushed his lips against her brow, as he tenderly stroked his fingers through her hair.
“Alana, open your eyes,” he rocked her delicately.  “You’re safe, Alana, please open your 

eyes, sweetheart.”
His palm lay against her cheek, as his thumb stroked her cheek. He pressed his lips softly 

against her lips, slowly along her jaw, and back to her forehead.
The familiar blare of sirens in the distance left him feeling unsettled and a shudder coursed 

through his body, as his own flash back of a former crash scene blasted before his mind’s eye. 
He squeezed his eyes shut tightly, and crushed Alana harder to his chest, as he pressed his lips 
against her forehead, trying to shake the image from his mind.

Just as the emergency units turned the corner, the blasting horns jostled Alana from her 
stupor, and she began to moan.

“Alana!  Alana!”  Dylan clamored, as he shook her softly.
His smile was resplendent, as her eyes fluttered open, and he leaned in to brush her lips 

tenderly with a relieved kiss.
“Hey there,” he whispered.
Her eyes darted about slowly absorbing the pandemonium around them, and she reached up 

to touch her temple.  Her tone was dazed, as she looked up into his eyes.
“What - “she stopped as her eyes grew wide with horror, “my god … did we -” 
Dylan rocked her slowly, as he cradled her even closer to calm her fears.
“No … we’re fine.  You just fainted.  There was an accident, but we weren’t involved.  It’s 

okay.  We’re fine, sweetheart.”
Her lashes fluttered and her eyes reflected her surprise.
Dylan nodded at the Doorman, who flicked his wrist as an order toward the bellman 

standing nearby.  The two of them carefully grasped a hold of Alana’s arms to help her rise, 
while a second bellman moved forward to help Dylan as well.  When Dylan realized the sleigh 
owner was still present, he turned to offer his hand in thanks, then joined Alana to make their 
way toward the resort’s entrance.

Management personnel buzzed around them, concern in their eyes and voices.  Dylan 
assured them that they were fine, but appreciated if they would send a small snifter of brandy to 
their suite post haste.

The minute he entered their room, he drew Alana a hot bath, and insisted she take her time 
and relax.  He set to task building a slow burning fire, lit some candles in the room, drew back 
the covers on her bed, and chose a soft classical CD from the selection available to them and 
popped it into the unit on the bedside table.  The hotel manager delivered a top shelf whiskey to 
their suite personally, and told Dylan it was on the house.  While Alana soaked, he went upstairs, 
took a long hot shower, and let the heat from the relaxing massage spray ease the tension from 
his body.

Dylan was not one to wear pajamas for sleeping, but slipped into a pair of terry bottom’s he 
brought along just in case, and decided not to don his bathrobe.

Alana was sitting by the fire, snuggled in her robe, two crystal glasses already poured with 
the golden elixir, waiting to be shared.  She could not contain the pleasure she felt, when she saw 



Dylan descend the stairs barefoot from the loft above.  A soft gasp escaped her lips, and as much 
as she knew she should look away, she could not.  She was hypnotized.

He had the body of Adonis, long, lean, hard and well-toned.  His belly was flat and his abs 
rippled with the muscles of a thirty-year-old.  

Her lips curved into a delicate smile, as he drew near and she wanted nothing more than to 
pop straight out of her chair and glide her palms up and down the length of him. 

 He was magnificent to gaze upon and simply took her breath away.  He walked like a man 
assured of his masculinity, like a panther, powerful and in control.

His smile was sensual and alluring, and Alana felt wet between her legs and knew it had 
nothing to do with her bath. 

She swallowed nervously and reached for her glass.  
God give me strength.  
She took a powerful swig.  The fiery liquid did what she hoped, snapping her out of the 

bewitching spell he cast over her.
“Aren’t you cold,” she rasped from the burning liquid.
He shook his head slowly in response, and lowered himself in the chair beside her.  He lifted 

the glass to his lips, sipped it slowly, and reached over to touch his fingers to hers. 
“You scared the hell out of me tonight,” he admitted.  “I was afraid you wouldn’t wake up.” 
His puppy dog eyes made her heart well with emotion and she squeezed his hand.
“I’m sorry.  All I saw was black coming at us and I -”
His thumb began to caress the top of her hand.  His voice was thick with emotion as he cut 

in.  “I saw it too, knew what it would do to you and then … it was like time was frozen … and 
you were in my arms.” 

A whimper escaped her lips, when she saw his eyes brim with tears.  She opened her arms to 
him, and he slid from his chair and went to her, falling to his knees as he reached out to encircle 
her waist with his arms.  She drew him to her breast and held him tenderly.

The raw emotion she felt for him at that very moment was like nothing she ever felt for any 
other man before.  It was unadulterated love in its purest form.  They were bound together by a 
power she could not explain.  For so long, she was lost, engulfed by darkness, and a fear so 
disabling, she could not find her way.  He was her light and she did not want to ever let go.

She was afraid that what happened tonight, might trigger worse nightmares, something that 
plagued her every night, since the accident.  She was afraid of falling asleep. She wanted him to 
know, needed to tell him in case she screamed out in the middle of the night.  She needed him to 
understand.

“Stay with me tonight.  Please.  I don’t want to be alone.”
When he lifted away from her, she clasped his face between her palms, and gazed deeply 

into his eyes.  She trembled lightly and she could feel the burn begin behind her lids and knew 
she could not contain the emotion that needed to be released.

“I have nightmares … gruesome, horrible recurrences every night and,” she sniffled as tears 
began to slowly glide down her cheeks, “… and I’m scheduled with a psychotherapist for intense 
counseling when we get home.  The left side of my brain is … um … kind of out of order, I’ve 
been told,” she chewed her lower lip as she looked at him with uncertainty.

Dylan reached out to glide his thumb along her bottom lip.
“Shh,” he hushed, “not to worry okay.  I’ve been told I snore, so there,” he winked.



He rose, slipped his arms beneath her, and lifted her in one effortless sweep, and carried her 
to the bed.  He lowered her to her feet, undid the tie at her waist, slid the robe from her body, and 
lifted her tenderly atop the plush mattress.  He turned to flip off the switch on the bedside lamp, 
slid in bed beside her, and lifted the covers over them.

With the most loving affection, he drew her into his embrace, and kissed her forehead 
tenderly as his hand caressed her face and hair.

“Go to sleep, sweetheart.  I’m here.  I’ll keep the bogeyman away tonight.”

“Accept the things to which fate binds you, and love those who fate brings into your 
heart.”

CHAPTER 19

Alana felt like her eyelids were pounding to an insistent drumbeat.  It was not an 
excruciating pain, but an annoying, bothersome ache that plagued her often.  She tossed her head 
to the left and felt a firm cushioned softness against her cheek and purred contentedly as 
something strong and comforting wrapped about her.

Instinctively, she snuggled closer against its hardness and the underside of her nose came in 
contact with something that tickled.  She waved her hand to bat it away and her fingertips grazed 
against warm skin that was firm, yet pliant. 

Alana forced her eyelids to open and they fluttered lazily as her sleepy vision began to clear 
and registered the shape of a naked, muscled chest nearly hairless except for a light sprinkling of 
curly dark hair.  A scent all too familiar drifted to her nose and a soft smile curved her lips, when 
she remembered, whose arms held her tightly.

“Ouch,” she mouthed as a sharper pain seared her right temple.  She reached up to rub it 
away and then realized she had slept straight through the night without being awakened by her 
usual nightmares.  She wondered if falling asleep in Dylan’s arms had anything to do it with. 
Could it be, she was so content with him being there it kept the “bogeyman” away last night?  If 
that was the case, she was all for sleeping with him every night, and smiled deliciously.  She was 
afraid of disturbing his slumber, and slowly raised her arm to press her fingertips at the spot near 
her temple where the throbbing persisted.

“Good morning beautiful.”  Dylan whispered as he tightened his hold around her.
Alana lifted her gaze and was welcomed by the most enchanting smile.  The predawn light 

was beginning to filter its light across the horizon and he looked just as intoxicating with his hair 
tumbled from sleep and a light shadow dusting his jaw line.  She pressed her lips gently along 
the curve of his jaw and dropped her palm to his chest.  She loved the feel of him against her 
skin.

“Good morning,” she mewed.  “She was wrong you know,” she declared playfully.
Dylan looked puzzled.  “She … who?”
Alana giggled.  “The woman who said you snored.”
Dylan snuggled his face into the curve of her neck and began to lather her with soft kisses. 

His light shadow tickled the sensitive skin of her neck and she squealed.



“That’s because I was content with you in my arms,” he responded as he drew her tightly 
against his chest.

The movement made her night gown rise slightly and the shock of his total nakedness hit her 
like a bucket of cold water.  She tried to be inconspicuous and lower her chin to look down 
between them and a chuckle rumbled in his throat.

“I am,” he stated.
Alana’s head snapped up and she noted the devilish glint in his eyes.
“Am what?” she challenged.
His lips curved roguishly, and she could feel the heat slowly creep up her neck and color her 

cheeks with a bright flush.
“Naked as a jay bird, that is, unless you don’t want me to be.”
Another thudding wave of pain pulsed through her head.   Her eyes squished shut tightly, 

and her forehead wrinkled as a slight groan rumbled in her throat.  She reached up to rub her 
temples, but Dylan slid her hand away.

He moved the tips of his fingers to the spot and spread them out over her temple and slowly 
began to massage her scalp with firm circular motions.

Alana did not move and a small “oou” escaped her pursed lips as her palm slid slowly down 
his chest and rested just beneath his heart.  She could feel its strong, rhythmic beat beneath her 
touch and felt comforted by his nearness and the tender way he addressed her discomfort.

He drew her even closer and she did not resist as her cheek snuggled his chest and her lips 
pressed against his skin.  She was tempted to nibble and run her tongue along the length of him, 
but whatever he was doing, drugged her to stillness.

He was skilled at touching and the way he worked his manicured fingers through her hair 
and along her scalp line, gave her goose bumps and almost made her toes curl.  It was relaxing 
and worked some kind of immobilizing magic over her nerve endings and slowly disintegrated 
the pain.

She knew she had nodded off, while wrapped in his arms, as her lids slowly opened again. 
She was certain he fell asleep again too, as she felt his chest rise slowly against her cheek with 
each breath he took.

She wanted to touch him and carefully moved her hand from his chest and drew it around to 
his back.

He was such a magnificent specimen, and she languished in the feel of his hard-corded 
muscle against her palm and wondered what it would be like to lie totally naked beneath him. 
His skin was soft for a man yet; it did nothing to hinder his masculinity.  He exuded it and 
wreaked testosterone in a very appealing way.  She still could not believe he was crazy about a 
woman like her and a tiny giggle escaped.

He moved in her arms and his soft, warm lips moved against her forehead.
She lifted her chin and was hypnotized by the beautiful grey eyes that gazed back at her and 

she recognized passion in their depths.  It was time she realized, time to give up to the magic of 
what had grown between them.  She wanted to tell him what she was feeling, what she was 
afraid of more.  She had only revealed the minutest detail of what she had yet to face before she 
let intimacy enter into the picture.

“I need to tell you —”



Dylan shook his head lightly, reached up to cup his palm against her cheek, and lifted her 
chin a mere inch higher.

“I need to do this first,” he replied.
There was no time to argue, no time to draw away or question, as his lips opened slightly 

and covered hers with a firm possession she yielded to willingly.  The hell with it she argued 
quietly. This is what matters.  This is what counts.

He reached beneath the blankets and cupped his hand beneath her buttocks and lifted her up 
against him, drawing her right thigh over his hip and slowly stroked his hard erection along her 
sensitive cleft.

He was definitely naked and oh my god, she did not care.  Her body trembled with 
anticipation and she responded as she ground herself against his hardness.  Now was not the time 
for dwelling on the past.  Now was the time for them.  Now was the time for giving herself to 
this man fully and completely.  She was hot, she was wanton, and she was ready.

His hands were full of her, gliding, rubbing, caressing, holding every inch of her flesh as his 
glorious lips worked a magic that held her a willing and spellbound captive.  He licked, he 
suckled, and he drew her into his mouth, while his tongue skillfully seduced her and sent 
sensuous tremors to skitter up and down her spine.

Her nightgown became a barrier and hindrance, and she drew her hands up between them 
and began to undo the row of buttons at the neckline.

Dylan moved her hands away.
“Let me,” he offered, as he quickly undid the remaining few.
In one swift move, he lifted her to lie atop the length of him, and she gasped from the 

explicit pleasure of their bodies making contact.  Slowly, he ran his hands along the length of her 
and she silently prayed he would take pleasure in the full curves of her figure.  He moved the 
hemline of her gown higher up her body, letting his hands caress her inflamed skin, adding to the 
expectancy as he ravaged her lips with kisses that gave promise to the passion yet to come.  With 
one final sweep, the gown lifted over her head and he tossed it carelessly to the side with a flick 
of his arm.

Skin to skin, flesh to flesh, their bodies were like two hungry tempests clashing together in 
one heated embrace.  He rolled her over onto her back and his mouth played homage to her body 
from the fullness of her lips, downward along the sensitive curve of her neck, suckling each tiny 
nub of her breasts, until they became hardened peaks.

There was no spot he left unadorned.  He tasted her, sucked her, and licked her softly as he 
spoke endearing words of admiration that filled her heart with such splendor and joy, she wanted 
to shout out to the heavens, but could only manage to moan his name instead.  He touched and 
kissed her in places she forgot even existed.  He awakened such fervor deep within her … 
unleashed an intense ardor that she felt had been buried for an eternity.

Her nerve endings became delicately alive under his expert touch.  Her pulse pounded so 
feverishly she could hear it resound in her ear.  She was alive … truly alive and writhing like a 
serpent under his sensuous control.

It was everything she had hoped for and, it was only the beginning.  An inner voice 
counseled “let nature takes it course” and Alana gave in to the wisdom of those words.  It was 
time.  Dylan came into her life for a reason.  He was the man meant to save her, show her how to 



love again, and let go.  Even though he did not proclaim words of love just yet, she could no 
longer deny him nor, did she want to.  The battle within her was over.

Alana’s body quivered with tremors like a volcano ready to erupt.  Her senses were ablaze, 
rippling with excited anticipation.  Her lips were pleasantly swollen, her breasts tingled, and his 
body was just too far away from her own.

“Dylan, please,” she begged, as she reached out her arms to him.
He did not make her wait and she knew he was just as ready.  His erection was hard as steel 

as it grazed along her skin.  It was time and she smiled as his body lowered over hers.  
She sighed in his mouth as his tongue thrust more sensually now, deeply evasive but, 

delicately fulfilling.  As his hand roamed past her hips and moved between her legs, his fingers 
caressed the inside of her folds, finding her wet and ready for him.  She opened her legs for his 
entry, and that was the only invitation he needed.

His penetration was slow and easy and her eyes nearly rolled to the back of her head.  He 
filled her beautifully … not to wide but oh, just right.  He did not rush and moved with the 
cadence and surety of a man igniting a fire, stoking it slowly, fanning it with measured control, 
and fan her he did.

Moans of pleasure rose from her throat, when his tongue circled her ear, moved downward 
to flick and tease the hard little nubs her nipples had become.  She felt powerless, but also in 
control, as his moans grew as loud as hers, letting her know he pleasured her as a woman and 
sending him over the edge.  Together they were nearly mindless in ecstasy, as their bodies 
danced to the beautiful tempo they had created.  

He knew how to move inside of her and she lifted her legs to wrap around his waist to give 
him more entry, and he drove deeper with a vigor that sent her close to that precipice of release. 
She could feel it rising, rumbling deep within her, as her nerve endings came more alive and 
quavered.  The pleasure rose higher and higher and she worked hard against its accent as she 
moved against him, with him.  She recognized it, embraced it, and matched his ardor until the 
intensity erupted and swept her away on pulsating waves.

He released himself deep within the core of her mere seconds after she climaxed, and she 
smiled contentedly, as she felt the tremors of his satisfaction beat inside her.

She loved that Dylan did not pull out or away from her, but slowly rolled her over on top of 
him, holding her to him, still clutched inside of her.  

His lips did not leave hers as he continued to lavish the taste of her, and Alana could not 
believe he did not stop, did not move away or turn to his side, to pass out with a loud snore.

  His lips suckled her ears and throat, then slowly glided back and forth over hers in a soft, 
tender caress.  Again, they rolled and he had her beneath him.  She held him for a short while, 
feeling his heart beat begin to slow against her breast, as her fingers swept up and down his back, 
her nails tenderly scratching, slowly massaging, and delicately stroking the contentment he made 
her feel.

After his breathing relaxed, he moved his hands beneath her, and fanned out his fingers so 
her bottom nestled against his palms.  He held her firmly against him and slowly a new dance 
began.  Like a lingering, seductive rumba, he rotated his groin against her, still inside her, still 
keeping contact with her mouth, alluring, tantalizing and reigniting her senses.



Their  bodies  glistened  with  sweat,  and  their  skin  was  flushed  from the  adrenalin  that 
pumped feverishly through their veins.  He was an ardent lover, and dear lord; he was hers, 
every hard, virile inch of him.

It did not take long for him to harden inside of her again and fill her with his warm flesh, 
burying himself to her core.  This time their lovemaking was fast, and hard, and pounding, and 
she climaxed within a matter of minutes, and he followed suit, groaning his own release.

This time he rolled to his side and pulled her into his embrace.  It took a short while for their 
breathing to quiet and their heart rate to calm to a more normal beat.  She loved how he 
continued to keep contact with her body.  He made her feel like it was necessary, an intimate 
need, as his fingers tenderly swept up and down along her skin, while brushing his lips across her 
forehead every now and then.  

She was branded.  She was his for however long he wanted her, and she never felt more 
content and satisfied.  It was the best sex she ever had and she silently prayed he thought so too. 
This was a man she could spend the rest of her life with.  This was a man she believed could 
make her happy, make her feel loved and make her feel whole again.

She wanted to tell him she loved him, but she needed to hear him say it first.  It would have 
more meaning then.  She would wait, give it time, and let it work itself out, if fate meant it to.

“You’re mine now beautiful,” he declared as if he had read her mind.
He did that often, she realized.  He had a way of saying the right thing as if, as if he knew 

her thoughts.  Was she his ying and he her yang.  They did fit beautifully as lovers.  Their bodies 
moved together like a perfect sonnet and they entertained each other with common interests and 
hearty conversation.  In her mind, it was a perfect match.  Her heart did not give into the 
argument just yet, as she still had to hold back until she was totally certain.

“I guess I am,” she conceded with a languishing sigh.  Her stomach growled and she 
giggled.  “I guess I’m famished too.”

He slapped her bottom playfully.
“That makes two of us,” he agreed as he rolled to his side and tucked a strand of her hair 

behind her ear.
“What do you say we order in, take a quick shower and I’ll tell you what we have planned 

for the day?”
Alana nodded as she propped herself up on her elbow and glanced over at the clock on the 

nearby night stand.  It was only nine a.m. and the whole day was before them.
“Do you think they’ll prepare something that’s not on the menu?”
He tapped the tip of her nose softly and answered joyfully.  “Command and it’s yours.” 
Alana bubbled with excitement and sat up with a bounce.  
“Anything?”
His eyes sparkled mischievously and she flicked her hand against his shoulder.
“I need recovery time,” she scolded playfully.  “I was thinking more in the line of thick 

Bavarian waffles with lots of maple syrup.”
Dylan reached for her and pulled her back into his embrace.  
“A Bavarian waffle it is, but promise me first you’ll save some of that syrup.  I have plans 

for it later.”



Alana pushed at his chest to try and break his release, and squealed despite the picture his 
exciting remark conjured up in her mind.  The kiss he planted bespoke of just how serious his 
playful jester really was, and she did not mind it at all.

“If we all threw our problems into a pile and had a good hard look at everyone else's, 
chances are we would quickly grab ours right back and count our lives lucky.”

CHAPTER 20

Dylan thought the time he had scheduled for their next activity was closer to noon, but 
learned differently when the phone rang after their breakfast arrived to confirm their eleven a.m. 
reservation.

He did not tell Alana that they would be visiting the British School of Falconry, and instead 
of a maple syrup tryst, they enjoyed a playful shower together until the hot water ran out.

They stopped at the concierge for more accurate directions before heading west along Route 
7A.  It was a crisp clear day in Manchester, Vermont.  The sun was shining brilliantly overhead 
amid a cloudless sky.  The historic village was abounding with exuberant tourists and shoppers 
taking advantage of great yearend sales.  Tomorrow was New Year’s Eve and Dylan could 
hardly contain his excitement as it neared.  

Their holiday away was proving the medicine Alana had needed and the catalyst to jump 
start their relationship in the right direction again.  It was exactly where he wanted them to be. 
Now, more than ever, he was ready to proclaim his love for her and despite the rather steamy 
morning they shared, Dylan was apprehensive and uncertain as to whether Alana was ready to 
hear those words he wanted and needed to say.  He did not want her to think it was all about the 
sex and that was all the connection meant to him.

Hell, it was awesome!  She had rocked his world and maybe at one-time, sex would have 
been the only item at the top of his list.  

“Wam bam, thank you, mam” and “Love them and leave them” were those tried and true 
mottos he lived by back then.  Things were different now.  And the thought of what happened 
between them last night, was making him hard all over again.  He’d love nothing more than to 
pull into a roadside motel and have his way with her right now; he nearly snickered and caught 
himself.

Down boy, calm yourself.  He quietly silenced the devil sitting upon his shoulder.
They were at a sensitive and important milestone in their relationship, he deliberated as he 

gazed her way and noted how relaxed and contented she looked.
He reached over to clasp a hold of her hand, and the joy that shone in her eyes when she 

turned to look at him, reaffirmed he was on the right track.  He wanted nothing more than to hug 
her to his side and hold her close, but the damnable seatbelt laws squelched that idea all together.

Yes, he assured himself quietly, she had finally accepted the idea of “them” and he smiled 
inwardly.  Alana Waverly was his girl, and he would use every resource he could think of to 
make her realize they were meant to be together, meant to share a life together, meant to be a 
happy couple until they were old and grey.



The accident had done quite a number on her physically over the past few months, but the 
relationships before him had traumatized her heart and soul.   He would tread lightly he 
surmised, but he would use the magic of romance as his common denominator toward winning 
her love.

He would build a foundation so solid beneath them, that nothing would make it crumble. 
Every day together, strengthened the bond between them.  He had planned their getaway with the 
same attention to detail he would direct to any worthy business account he had set his sights on, 
and winning Alana’s heart and love would prove the greatest prize of all.

When he turned right onto the private road leading to their destination and passed the huge 
roadside sign welcoming their entrance to the property belonging to the school, Alana’s zeal of 
excitement brought an instant joy to his heart.

“Oh my god!” she squealed excitedly.  “This is where we’re spending the afternoon?”  She 
gazed his way for confirmation.

“It is sweetheart,” he confirmed with a nod.  “I thought it would be really cool to learn all 
about raptors and actually see them in flight and, there’s even more.”

Her exuberance was intoxicating as she bounced like a five-year-old anxiously awaiting a 
ride on the merry-go-round and it fed his enthusiasm as well.

“Like what?”
“Well, there is a small educational session where we’ll learn how falconry became the 

medieval sport of kings.  We’ll be taught how to handle a bird of prey, experience its free flight, 
and how it goes after its quarry or kill and then, we’ll have an early dinner here.” 

She looked a little leery when he mentioned kill and made a face.
“We won’t be eating what they catch will we?” She grimaced.
Dylan chuckled lightly.
“It’s pretty ecological what they do here honey.  There’s an over-abundance of duck and 

quail in this area.  They also have an extreme over-population of black birds but,” he raised his 
palm to quell her fears, “those are used primarily as feed for the birds.  They have a world 
renowned chef, who prepares exquisite dishes from the freshest kills collected during the 
demonstrations and again,” he emphasized, “many of the carcasses are used to feed the 
hatchlings, because they’re also one of the largest breeders in the world.  You’ve had roasted 
duck before right?”

Alana nodded her agreement.  “I absolutely love duck.  I’m just not sure how strong of a 
stomach I’ll have watching one being downed by a falcon.”

He leaned to the side to clasp her chin tenderly and winked.
“Not to worry.  They use lures for the faint of heart.  Regardless, I think you’ll find it all 

rather enthralling when you see Nature in action,” he smiled with assurance.
Nearly twenty acres of prime habitat was sanctioned for the birds open flying and tracking 

along with feeding and breeding stations for six different species of hawks and falcons, a supply 
and gift shop, educational facility that included the school’s administrative offices, and a five-
star restaurant.  It was rather impressive when they pulled into the parking facility and were 
greeted personally by one of the resident Master Falconers, Brittany Alexander.

“Welcome to BSF as we like to call it here,” she extended her hand in greeting to them both. 
“We’re so glad you could join us this afternoon.  We have a fabulous day planned for you and 



will start off with a short fifteen-minute introductory video.  Right this way,” she directed as she 
led them toward the main building. 

The video was both poignant and educational, touching on the fierce sporting element, the 
romanticism  and  gallantry  of  the  sport,  and  the  rich  history  that  began  more  than  three-
thousand years ago.  

The extent of their combined knowledge, Dylan and Alana learned, would not even fill a 
post-it note as they listened more about the history of the sport.

Handwritten journals indicated falconry was used during military battlements, diplomacy 
and land colonization beginning with what was believed the Great Khans of Mongolia, who 
practiced it for both food and sport between battles.  Its popularity ran rapid, traveling great 
distances to Korea, the walls of China, Indo-Pakistan and the Arabian Gulf, onward to Spain, the 
Netherlands and favored by the royalty of England and France.

They both were awed by the beautiful connection between man and his bird of prey and 
what must have gone into creating that bond. 

When the video ended, Brittany told them it required many long hours of constant devotion, 
finesse, subtlety and skill to work with the various hawks and falcons. Their students had to 
apprentice two years under a Master on how to train their bird to fly free, hunt for their kill or 
quarry as they called it, and accept their return to captivity.

They left the educational building and began to walk the property beside Brittany to meet up 
with a beginner class of student falconers.  Dylan pulled out his digital camera and took pictures 
as they moved along.  Brittany introduced the group of ten, all of various ages and from many 
different cultural backgrounds.  The individuals were so excited to share their personal stories 
and trials as a beginner, and Dylan and Alana found it extremely exciting to learn firsthand what 
it entailed.

The group took different turns explaining various aspects from learning all about the varied 
gaming birds, their stages of life, characteristics, care, feeding and hunting environment. 
Surprisingly, medical knowledge was also a must, too, because they had to be able to recognize 
and treat whatever health problems might arise.  Knowing the rules and regulations that affected 
the sport and the laws that applied to the individual raptors, as they were called, was also a must 
before even purchasing one.

When they arrived at the housing and breeding stations housed in a huge red barn with a 
gambrel roof nearly thirty-feet long, they gaped openly at the enormity of it all and how 
immaculately clean the interior was.

Many of the adult birds were caged in a sizable pen with a mate and the environment created 
for them addressed every required detail important to sustaining their comfort and good health. 
Perches were of various styles and sizes and the floors were covered in a mixture of sand and 
gravel to easily shovel up the waste and avoid bacteria buildup.  Even though they were tethered 
so they could not hurt themselves, their leashes were long enough to allow them to move in any 
direction from their perch so as not to damage their beaks or wings.

Dylan anticipated Alana’s reaction when they entered the breeding quarters.
“Oh Dylan,” she cooed, like a mother viewing their first born babe.
She encircled his waist with her arms and squeezed him excitedly, as they neared the 

incubation area.  They witnessed little chicks breaking through their shells, peeping softly as they 



worked their way to freedom.  Newly hatched ones were like little balls of fluff and unable to 
stand quite yet on their own.

Alana fussed.
“Did you ever see anything so precious?”  
Brittany placed a pair of sterile gloves over her hands, reached for a chick and cupped it 

between her hands.  
“Would you like to feed one of our newest arrivals?” she questioned Alana.
Alana offered her opened palms immediately and clucked like an excited mother hen.  
“Yes, yes please.  I’d love to.”
Brittany nodded toward the box of gloves and Alana pulled a pair from the box and placed 

them quickly over her hands and Brittany placed the chick in her palms.  “How adorable,” Alana 
sighed as her face alighted with joy.

Dylan captured the Kodak moment once again.
“When the chicks are first hatched, the female broods (sits over the young) almost 

continually,” Brittany offered. “In most species, the female feeds the chicks by tearing off small 
pieces of flesh from the prey provided by her mate. In this case though, we provide the feed, 
because the mother abandoned the nest.”

She handed a tiny piece of raw flesh to Alana.
“You may have to coax her just a little and rub the feed against her beak,” she directed.
Alana did as was suggested, and after a few seconds, the little beak opened and chirped to 

receive the tiny morsel into its mouth.
Once the chick was properly fed, they left the barn to ride on all-terrain vehicles out to an 

area where there was an expansive open meadow bordered by a surrounding forest.  Alana much 
preferred riding behind Dylan as opposed to maneuvering one of the big machines herself.

A man in his mid-sixties stood waiting to meet them and welcomed them with a warm smile, 
while two beautiful birds could be seen perched on the low branches of a nearby maple.   

Dylan could not tell if the birds were wild or those to be used for the free-fly demonstration. 
From this distance, he could not see any tethers, but when he heard the jingle of bells coming 
from that direction, he knew the answer.

Brittany moved forward to give the man a hug and turned towards Dylan and Alana.
“Let me introduce you both to Cyrus Maples.  He has been a licensed falconer since 1979,” 

Brittany offered, “and actually trained me,” she patted his back affectionately. “You’ll be 
working alongside one of this sport’s noted masters, as Cyrus is one of the first Master Falconers 
ever permitted in this country to offer hands on falconry education.”

Dylan moved forward to offer his hand.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cyrus.”  He wrapped 
his arm about Alana’s shoulders and drew her up against his side.  “This whole day has proved 
such an awesome experience for us both.  I can’t begin to tell you how excited we are to be 
here.”

Alana leaned forward to shake his hand as well, smiled and stepped back.
Cyrus lifted his left arm, blew a whistle and one of the birds took flight at the sound, 

delicately landing atop a padded glove that covered up to his elbow.  
Dylan’s camera was out the moment he raised his arm and successfully caught a shot just as 

the huge bird perched atop his arm.



“Let me introduce you to my lady,” Cyrus smiled.  “This is Esmerelda, and a very proud 
diva she is.”

He softly flicked the underside of her closest wing and automatically she raised her wings 
out in full width to show her coloring.

“Show off,” he chuckled, drawing, laughter from Dylan and Alana as well.
“What she’s sitting atop is a special glove we call a gauntlet.  The reason being, I’m sure is 

fairly obvious; those talons of hers are razor sharp and could possibly rip my skin to shreds.”
Alana stepped back with unease and Brittany moved up to her side and touched her shoulder 

lightly.
“Not to fear, Ms. Waverly.  Esmerelda is well trained and knows her Master well.  No harm 

will come to you, I assure you.”
Alana puffed air nervously from her lips and, even though her smile was weak, she did 

not flinch when Brittany raised her own gauntlet and called for the remaining hawk awaiting 
Brittany’s signal.

Gracefully, the hawk swooped from the branch and glided the distance to its extended perch, 
accepting an offering that Brittany pulled from a suede pouch tied at her waist.

“This handsome brute is Socrates, Esmeralda’s beloved.  They are both red-tailed hawks, 
because of the brick-colored tails that they have.   Red-tails are also monogamous,” she 
continued, “and may mate for life. In the wild, they make stick nests high above the ground.  The 
female generally lays one to five eggs each year, and they both take turns incubating.  The eggs 
generally hatch anywhere from four to five weeks, and they’re parents will feed them until they 
leave the nest about six weeks later.”

“While they were awaiting your arrival,” Cyrus offered, “they’ve been scouting overhead 
and scanning the high grass for pheasant and at the marshes over to the east in the distance,” he 
pointed with his free hand, “for grouse, partridge and duck.

This pair won’t go in for the kill unless prompted by a sound through us.  That’s how they 
were trained.  Would you like to see them go for quarry?”

Dylan was not certain how Alana would react and turned to her to make the decision.  He 
could read the apprehension in her eyes, but when she intertwined her fingers with his and 
squeezed tightly, she gave an answer he did not expect.

“It’s Nature at its best, is it not?” she replied.
Brittany and Cyrus both nodded and smiled.  Simultaneously, they moved forward on their 

right foot, waved and lifted their left arms upward, blowing two short blasts on their whistles.  
Dylan and Alana watched in awe as the hawks effortlessly took flight, soared high, their 

screeches exulting their release and freedom.  They glided with ease as their wide expansive 
wings cruised on invisible currents of wind.  They almost appeared motionless as they scanned 
the earth below for movement while drifting in wide circles.

One screeched loudly and swooped its head as it plunged into a dive with lightning speed, its 
wide wings fanned back slicing the air, its talons forked and ready as it zoned in on its 
unsuspecting prey. 

It was over in a flash, as the hawk swooped in, clutched its catch and lifted it effortlessly 
into the air, circling wide to head back towards its awaiting Master.  The closer it flew; it was 
easy to decipher that the prey it caught was indeed a small pheasant.  The minute it perched atop 
Cyrus’ arm, Esmerelda uncurled its talons to release its catch upon the ground.  Cyrus 



immediately secured her with a tether while rewarding her with generous, repeated slices of 
meat.

The pheasant was indeed dead and Brittany deposited it into a leather pouch she had 
retrieved from the back of her ATV.  Within a few mere seconds, another loud screech pierced 
the air as Socrates caught sight of his prey.

The same beautiful exhibition of flight took place before them as he too, drove with 
precision accuracy and swooped in to tag his catch.  Socrates screeched proud as he landed upon 
Brittany’s arms, giving his wings a flutter in the process.

“Just like a man,” she chided as she fed him his reward and he released his hold on a white-
tailed rabbit.

Dylan noticed Alana’s lips pucker into a pout, but she did not whimper a word. He leaned in 
to place a tender kiss at her temple and snuggled her close against his side.  He took a quick 
glimpse at his wrist-watch and knew that their four-hour session was closely drawing to an end. 
They still had the opportunity to experience free-flying the hawks off their arms if they chose 
and knew it was something he was not going to turn down.  Before he could wonder over 
Alana’s reaction, Brittany tethered Socrates to her ATV and drew another gauntlet from a 
secured box in the back.

“Who would like to free-fly Socrates first?” 
Alana sniffed with surprise.
“Isn’t he exhausted after all that?”
Brittany chuckled at her remark and shook her head.  
“Believe it, or not, no.  Our aim is to make sure our birds are always keen and kept strong. 

They need exercise and open air on a constant basis.  We bring them frequently into the field and 
recreate their natural habitat so they can utilize its full powers to obtain its food and do what 
should be natural for them.  The only difference is they relinquish themselves to us in captivity.”

Alana giggled, “Sounds a lot like marriage to me.” 
Cyrus piped in jokingly, “You can say that again.” 
Alana moved forward to grasp a hold of the gauntlet.  
“I would like to try.  This is definitely one of those incredible experiences that don’t happen 

often.”
Cyrus  removed  a  rolled  gauntlet  from his  back  jean  pocket  and  held  it  out  before 
Dylan. “How about you, son, wanna give it a whirl?” Dylan nodded excitedly.
“Will you take some shots of us once we’re situated?”
Cyrus nodded and instructed him what to do, while Brittany worked to the side with Alana. 

His heart pounded in his chest when the hawk jumped from his master’s arm to his.  The weight 
of the hawk was surprisingly lighter than he thought it would be.  When the bird looked straight 
into his eyes, Dylan was awed by the majesty of the moment and smiled from ear-to-ear.

Dylan gazed in Alana’s direction, and the look she gave him, reflected pure wonderment. 
To share such a venture together was something they would remember and talk about forever. 
Dylan handed over his camera to Cyrus and he snapped photos of him and Alana as they posed 
with their hawks perched upon their arms.

Alana was the first to release her hawk and she looked like a pro in silhouette.  When 
Socrates returned at her master’s call and landed back on Alana’s arm, the thrill and marvel of it 
all caused tears of joy to cascade down her cheeks and left a lump lodged in Dylan’s throat.  This 



is what he wanted for her out of this whole experience, the excitement and wonder of bonding 
over something as simplistic as nature itself. 

---

As they walked into the restaurant, they were greeted with old English charm.  The décor 
also had everything and anything associated with falconry yet, it was still rustic, warm and 
comfortable.  A fieldstone fireplace that took up the entire side wall had a hearth deep and wide 
enough to seat a small table of four.

They both were slightly chilled and stood in front of the near roaring fire with hands 
extended and shuddering as the heat reached deep to warm their bones.  They ordered up a large 
cup of coffee, two bowls of homemade vegetable beef soup with thick crusty French bread baked 
straight from the oven to start them off.

Thirty minutes later, their waiter set before them their entrée of Roasted Duck a l’Orange 
with wild rice, mushrooms and onions sautéed with peas.  Dylan ordered them a glass of Pinot 
Noir to accompany dinner, and they settled in to savor their meal and recount the glorious 
afternoon they had spent together.

Alana was bubbling with conversation as she sat close beside him and he loved the way her 
cheeks blushed with excitement. 

“I believe I have lost count of the memories we’ve created so far Dylan.  I am so loving our 
time together.”

Dylan reached over and caught the back of her neck and drew her close to plant a firm, 
seductive kiss upon her lips.  She tasted of orange and he ran his tongue over her lips and inside 
her mouth.

“Hold that thought till later, love.” 
Alana grinned.  
“You certainly have a way of catching me off guard.” 
Dylan arched his brow playfully.
“That’s totally my plan,” he declared.
Once they finished dinner, they took a few more photos before heading back to the resort.  It 

was nearly seven by the time Dylan parked the car and they entered the lobby.  They decided to 
have a few cocktails before turning in for the evening.

Suitably, they gravitated to the new Falcon Bar, a perfect sanctuary to end up in after their 
long day at the school.  Dark wood paneling, plush leather stools and the comfortable armchairs 
set intimately about the room made for a wonderful atmosphere to enjoy their evening cocktails. 
Large French doors extended out onto a luxurious deck replete with an open-air fire pit that was 
burning. Some guests were roasting walnuts and marshmallows dressed in skiwear.

The wine menu was extensive, but they decided to stick with the Pinot Noir they already had 
tasted and their server brought a small sampling of locally-sourced cheeses and international 
chocolates to their table instead of the conventional pretzels and peanuts.

At eight o’clock, a quartet set up in a small cove of the room, and announced they were 
going to play a selection of some of The Flamingos greatest tunes from the 50’s.  The soft 
serenades were a great offering so the patrons could continue their light conversation or dance to 
their heart’s content.  



Dylan waited for the first couple of songs to play out before he stood and reached for 
Alana’s hand and drew her out onto the dance floor to sway to the sound of “I Only Have Eyes 
for You.”  

She fit perfectly against him just like he knew she would.  She stepped into tune with his 
movements, as though they had been dancing for years together.  He held her close, let the 
mellow swoon of the saxophone lead his steps, and it was like they were the only couple in 
the room.

He grew up to the sounds of the 50’s.  His dad loved to draw his mom into his arms in the 
middle of the living room all the time, when they were kids and he wanted that with Alana.  She 
felt right in his arms, she belonged there, and he loved the way she nestled her cheek right into 
the curve of his neck and pressed her warm lips there.

He knew this song well and his soft baritone voice serenaded the words in her ear. 
You are here, and, so am I
Maybe millions of people go by
But they all disappear, from view
And I only have eyes for you
His insides actually fluttered.  Men’s hearts weren’t supposed to flutter but, hell, his was. 

They did not stop when that song ended and moved right into the next blast from the past, “A 
Kiss from Your Lips.”

Listening to the words, made him crave the taste of hers against his, and he lowered his head 
to do just that.  It was amazing how their steps did not falter, while their lips moved to the tender 
momentum of the music.

His voice echoed the passion building inside of him.  “I want you, Alana.” 
She lifted her head to gaze deeply into his eyes and smiled with a loving tenderness that 

tugged at his heart.
“Then take me,” she whispered.
He curled his fingers in hers and led her from the room with a controlled expedience that 

made her giggle.  He could not wait, needed to taste her, and moved her back into the corner the 
minute they entered the elevator.  He glorified her lips as though they were every scrumptious 
flavor known to tantalize the senses.

When they reached their floor, he lifted her into his arms, and scurried with quick, long 
strides that had her chuckling with delight.

Their clothes were removed in a matter of minutes, and Dylan swept the coverlets back with 
one quick swish of his hand, and lowered her onto the bed while still in his arms.  He knew he 
would never love this way again; having her like this, in his arms, her body fevered with wanting 
him as much as he wanted her, seared her to his heart forever.  She was a part of him and he 
would show her into the night just how much that was. 

“Only one word can free us of all the weight and pain of life, and that word is love.”



CHAPTER 21

Alana was thankful her daughter had packed her favorite formal black dress.  She was 
certain Dylan had warned her way in advance as to his plans and the full itinerary he had 
scheduled for their holiday.  Everything she needed in a wardrobe, was conveniently available at 
her fingertips despite her lack of input.  

She made a mental note to do something really special for both Emily and Matthew upon her 
return.  She did not know how she would have survived the last two months without their love 
and support.  Conspiring with Dylan behind her back, they did very well, and she smiled at how 
happy the mere thought of him brought such joy to her heart.

There was no denying.  She was in love with Dylan Clayburn.  How could she not be? 
Despite her reserved and indifferent treatment towards him, he did not give up on her.  He stayed 
true to his support and did everything within his power to make her convalescence easier, to 
bring joy and laughter into her life and love into her heart.  Tonight was going to be a magical 
evening.  Tonight at the stroke of midnight, she was going to tell Dylan that she was in love with 
him.

They spent the afternoon visiting the many shops throughout the village of Manchester from 
the trendy boutiques and country craft stores to the stream of designer discount outlets.  Dylan 
bought Emily a Burberry bag with Alana’s help and an Armani watch for Matthew for helping 
him plan out their holiday getaway.

  They had a fabulous lunch at a quaint little contemporary restaurant called Bistro Henry, 
that featured delicious dishes from Southern France and Northern Italy.

Once their sightseeing of the village and surrounding historic spots were visited, and as 
many photographs as possible could be taken, they returned to the resort for a one-hour massage 
and a late afternoon nap, where they snuggled wrapped in each other’s arms and fell fast asleep.

The Colonnade Room at their resort was holding a formal gala event that evening for New 
Year’s.  Seating was at seven p.m. with a fabulous plated dinner, dessert and dancing throughout 
the night.  That was all the information she could get out of Dylan no matter how much she 
tempted him.  She was more nervous getting ready then she was for her first high school prom. 
Dylan was adamant about her being pampered for the event.  He scheduled an appointment at the 
salon downstairs for her hair to be done as well as treated to a manicure and pedicure.

Alana took a shower before she left so she would not have to worry about ruining her style 
later on.

She chose an elegant yet classic up-do style that would hopefully compliment her total look. 
Her stylist was given strict instructions to apply her makeup as well and Alana enjoyed the 
attention without argument.  It had been a very long time, since she last sat in a salon chair.  Her 
long hair was badly in need of a trim and by the time they were finished, Alana hardly 
recognized herself.

The smoky look they gave to her amber eyes was sensually dramatic.  She loved the deep 
cherry shade they chose for her lips, which also matched the nail color for her fingers and toes. 

When she arrived at their room, Dylan was in the shower and her lips curved into a smile 
when she heard him whistling.  She opened the door to let him know she was there and grabbed 
her bottle of scented moisturizer.  

“I’m back honey,” she called out as she turned to leave the bathroom.



“Hey, let me see,” he hollered as he popped open the shower door.
She stood to the side of the door frame so he could not see her and hollered in. 
“Nope,” she replied playfully, “you have to wait to see the whole package.”, 
“I was kind of hoping to help you dress,” he toyed.
“You can undress me later instead,” she replied.
She chuckled, when she heard him moan in pain, and crossed the room to insert a CD into 

the stereo then, moved to the closet to retrieve her dress and placed it along with its matching 
shawl upon the bed.

She lathered her body with moisturizer from head to toe and added her favorite cologne to 
all the right places.

She shimmied into black silk stockings and snapped a black lace strapless bra into place. She 
adored the classic sophistication of her strapless black taffeta dress. The vertical shirring 
overlays and empire bodice complimented her shoulders and neck.  She loved how the shirring 
cut off midriff onto a softly pleated bubble hem skirt that fell an inch above her knee.  She 
zipped it in the back as high as she could manage and left the rest for Dylan to assist her with.

She smiled at the thought of him helping her dress for the rest of their lives, and undressing 
her even more.  She couldn’t wait to see what he planned to wear himself and knew whatever it 
was he would be dashingly handsome.

Alana moved to one of the armchairs and sat down to slip into a sleek, sexy pair of three 
inch heels and then leaned over to buckle the delicate ankle straps into place.  She did not know 
that Dylan was leaning against the bathroom doorway watching her, wrapped only in a towel.

When she stood up and checked out how her legs looked with the heels on, she heard a grunt 
come from the direction of the bathroom, and looked up to see Dylan staring at her.

The look of hunger in his eyes made her heart skip in her chest and a smile slowly graced 
her lips.

His move was deliberate and her heart pounded furiously as she watched slow rivulets of 
water fall from the tips of his wet hair and slither down his naked chest.

Her inner voice screamed.
Sweet mother of god!  
She could feel the folds between her legs twitch with pleasure as he closed the distance 

between them.  He looked like a crazed, hungry animal on the prowl ready to devour her whole.
She raised her palms in warning, licking her lips that had gone instantly dry.
“You’ll mess up my do,” she rasped and side-stepped quickly with a squeal.
It did not stop him, as he reached out for her but, she reacted quickly and snatched the towel 

from his waist.  He was semi-hard and a self-pleased gasp rose from her throat as her gaze 
gloried in the sight of him.  She threw the towel quickly over the front of her to keep from 
getting wet just, as he crushed her to his chest and devoured her mouth with his lips.

His hand cupped the back of her neck, as he bent her slightly backwards and encircled her 
waist with his free arm and lowered his mouth to suckle her throat and the slight plump rise of 
her breasts.  He glided back up to her lips with a kiss that was deep, tender yet firm and made her 
lose sense of all time and where they were.  Slowly, he released her and held her hard against 
him as he closed the remaining zipper on the back of her dress.

“I will take great pleasure in removing this later,” he vowed as he slid his hands down her 
back and squeezed her buttocks in his palms.



He quickly snatched the towel from between them, threw it over his shoulder in a devil-may-
care style, and whistled as he took the stairs to the loft two at a time.

Alana exhaled a long, cleansing breath to calm her pounding heart and slowly moved to the 
bathroom in a near trance to check out what damage may have occurred to her lipstick and coif. 
She wiped the dewy moisture from the bathroom mirror with a hand full of tissues and was 
happy to see that her hair was still intact.  She reapplied her lipstick, placed the beautiful 
necklace Dylan had given her for Christmas around her neck, and inserted a pair of small 
diamond studs that belonged to her grandmother in her ears.

As she stepped back to gaze at herself in the mirror, she liked the reflection looking back at 
her.  The one-hour massage worked magic again on her hip and leg and, she felt absolutely 
beautiful.  She knew tonight was going to be a very special evening and could not wait for it to 
begin.

She shut off the bathroom light and went back into the bedroom just in time to see Dylan 
descending the stairs.

Her mind commanded, but her body barely responded.
Breathe.  
He was a vision in his black Herringbone tux that she would not doubt was Armani.  The 

single pleated trousers clung like a second skin to his muscled thighs and the double-breasted 
jacket with its sleek satin lapels tapered at the waist and the light sheen of its texture made her 
believe it was made of the finest virgin wool.

She moved towards him, closing the distance between them this time.  Her palms were 
drawn to the vibrant fabric and when they came in contact with the rich cloth, they slowly glided 
up his chest.  His smell was distinct and she recognized his Creed cologne and breathed it 
deeply, smiling seductively.  Slowly, her hands moved further upward, clasping behind his neck, 
drawing his mouth down toward hers.

She controlled him, made sure her lips did not make contact yet teasingly, she ran the tip of 
her tongue along the outline of his lips, while her hands moved down along his back.  She sucked 
his lower lip into her mouth, then tugged it lightly between her teeth, as her palms cupped around 
the tight cheeks of his ass.  She smiled against his mouth as she squeezed his cheeks, took a step 
back and winked flirtatiously.

“To be continued,” she toyed.
Dylan rolled is head back and roared with laughter then swept her up into his arms and 

twirled her about.
“You are a minx, and I love it,” he quipped as he nuzzled her neck.
The clock on the mantle began to chime and Dylan shifted her in his arms.
  “Time to go sweetheart,” he placed a soft peck on her cheek and lowered her to the floor.
Alana moved to the bedside to retrieve her shawl and clutch, placed her hand through 

Dylan’s arm, and together they exited their suite to begin yet another romantic adventure.
The Colonnade Room was filled with happy, excited bodies anxiously awaiting the 

beginning celebration, dressed in their finest formal attire and moving about the lavishly elegant 
decorated ballroom.  Dylan maneuvered them to a medium sized card table set right inside the 
ballroom’s entrance, and then followed the numbered tables until he located their own, 
romantically set table for two.



As Alana peered around the room, she noted there were very few with only two settings and 
could only imagine what he had paid for the convenience.  He caught the attention of a tall male 
waiter dressed formidably for the event with a wave of his wrist and requested that a bottle of 
Dom Perignon be delivered to their table. 

A twelve-piece band was situated high on a stage playing big band tunes to entertain the 
crowd.  Dylan was very gallant as he pulled out her chair and slid it beneath her as she sat.  He 
occupied the chair opposite her and the waiter arrived with their champagne, popped the cork, 
filled their flutes and wished them an enjoyable evening.

“May I make the toast this time,” she asked softly.
Dylan nodded and lifted his glass.
She took a moment to collect her thoughts as she dwelled long and hard during her time 

away from him on what she wanted to say, what she needed to tell him and remember.  She 
reached out to clasp a hold of his hand before she began and gazed deeply into his eyes.

“We rely so often at times upon poets, great philosophers, and playwrights to articulate what 
we feel during times of joy, pain, sorrow … even love. They cannot express what I feel in my 
heart towards you.  Because of you, I have found strength,” her voice shook with emotion.  She 
halted a brief moment, and swallowed back the tears that threatened to fall.  

When she gazed back into his eyes, his were misted with tears, and she blew out a slow, long 
breath before beginning as he squeezed her hand tenderly.

“Each time I felt my courage waver, Dylan, you were there for me.  You showed me the 
wisdom in accepting myself and the resilience I was capable of to push on.  Thank you my 
sweet, dearest Dylan for making me feel alive once again.” 

He leaned forward to touch her fingertips to his lips.
“You welcome, sweetheart.  It’s only the beautiful beginning of what is yet to come.”
They brushed their crystal glasses delicately together in a toast and drew a small sip to their 

lips just as the waiting staff arrived and placed their salad dishes before them.   The band played 
the old classics representative of some of the greatest band leaders ever known like Dorsey, 
Miller and Shaw.

When their dinner of Prime Rib and Lobster was delivered, Alana’s eyes nearly bugged out 
of their sockets.  The plates were more the size of platters and her look of shocked amazement 
made Dylan laugh.  He was a hearty eater and had no trouble chowing down what was placed in 
front of him.  She on the other hand, felt guilty over the small dent she made, and tried to argue 
the importance of a doggy bag, which she did not win.

As soon as the dinner dishes were cleared away, coffee arrived along with after dinner 
drinks to help settle their stomachs, and Alana welcomed a shot of Bailey’s happily.  Couples 
started to move out onto the dance floor, and it was not much longer that Dylan was ready to 
kick up his heels and Alana gladly joined him as his sidekick partner.

What she loved about the evening, was the great effort management made to stop time. 
There was no rap, no hard rock or wild threatening metal.  It was all about the classics and good 
old fashioned melody.  Of course, a jitter bug was thrown in now and then, but they sat those 
high swinging renditions out and watched as other courageous souls stepped up to the same 
upbeat tunes their parents danced to in their early twenties.  The evening truly proved one for the 
memory books and Alana was enjoying herself immensely.



She loved particularly waltzing in his arms to those everlasting golden love songs of the 40’s 
that made her heart go pitter-pat, because she was dancing with the man she loved, songs like I 
Love You for Sentimental Reasons, Some Enchanted Evening, I’ll Be Seeing You and many 
more.  She could tell everyone around them felt the same.  When her eyes were not starry from 
the emotion of being in Dylan’s arms, she noticed that the dance floor overflowed with couples 
feeling what she was, and being drawn into the fairy tale of the evening.

The Equinox’s General Manager took special care to briefly acknowledge the guests at every 
table with his wife by his side, thanking them personally for choosing his facility to ring in their 
New Year.  He especially gave extra attention to Alana and Dylan, complimenting on her beauty, 
and making sure they were happy with their accommodations and she had recuperated fully from 
their scary encounter.  He surprised them with the announcement that he credited their account 
for their sleigh ride, as he felt terrible it ended in such a horrific way and Dylan graciously 
accepted the GM’s courtesy.

The bandleader announced another classic waltz before the final countdown was to begin. 
Alana accepted the hand Dylan offered, when he moved to stand before her, but he did not lead 
her out onto the dance floor, but instead, towards a set of double French doors that were being 
guarded by two young gentlemen standing at attention awaiting his arrival.

Dylan handed them each an envelope and nodded as they bowed regally before them, 
reached for the handles, and swung the doors wide for them to enter.  Alana’s eyes glistened as 
they slowly scanned the elegant sitting area aglow from the near hundred candles lighted about 
the room.  The doors closed softly behind them and he escorted her more into the room as the 
sound from the orchestra drifted in behind them.

Dylan turned Alana to stand before him and clasped her forearms tenderly.  Slowly, he ran 
his palms up her arms, over her shoulders, along her neck and caressed her face, holding it 
tenderly between his palms.

His voice was a tender caress to her ears as he began to speak.
“Alana, never in my life have I met a woman like you.  A day never escapes me, when the 

thought of you brings joy to my heart.  The minutes, hours, and days we have shared together, 
replay over and over in my mind like a magnificent love song.  I don’t want it to end, Alana.  I 
want you forever with me.”

She reached for her glass, swallowed nervously, and screamed inside her head.
Sweet mother of god!  
Her heart fluttered, her pulse raced, her head began to spin as he lowered to his knee.  What 

is he doing?  Oh my god, he isn’t, she gasped as her palm covered her heart, as if to stop it from 
breaking through her chest.  Her eyes, she could not see, as they misted with tears and she 
watched as he drew a small velvet box from a hidden inside pocket.  When he reached for her 
hand, she knew, and a tear escaped, slowly cascading down her cheek.

She could not help but whimper softly, and slightly gasped as he turned her hand over and 
tenderly kissed the sensitive skin at her wrist.  When he gazed up into her eyes, his were heavily 
misted with tears as well.

“Alana, my beautiful, spunky, sensuous and witty heart of my heart, will you enter this New 
Year with the promise of becoming my wife?”



She could hear the countdown in the background and nothing else mattered, but the man 
kneeled before her avowing his love, and her voice shook with emotion as a soft smile graced 
her lips.

“Yes, a thousand times yes,” she cried.
Dylan flipped open the top of the small box, slowly rose, and drew the most exquisite four- 

carat amber gem surrounded by chocolate Levian diamonds to match the piece that already 
graced her neck from the box, and slipped it upon her finger.

This is what little girl’s dream of she sighed, as he encircled her within his arms and 
whispered “Happy New Year darling” and lowered his mouth to capture her lips in a kiss that 
reaffirmed the love he just proclaimed.

She was lost in the bliss of his kiss, a kiss not like any other they shared before, a kiss that 
brought her on a journey of all the tomorrows they would share together as a couple.  She clung 
to him, believing in those tomorrows, and the life he wanted to share with her, and the blissful 
expectation of each new day that now awaited them.

“Don't compare your life to others. You have no idea what their journey is all about.”

CHAPTER 22

Dr. Holbrook was thrilled to learn of Alana’s good fortune and goggled over Alana’s 
beautiful engagement ring.  She hugged her warmly before they settled in to begin their first 
formal session over a comforting cup of the doctor’s relaxing lemon balm tea.

“It’s a very good sign, Alana, that you opened your heart and allowing love to enter.  You 
were extremely apprehensive the last time I saw you.  I’m curious as to how it all came about.”

After Alana took a sip of her tea and settled the cup and saucer on the end table to her right, 
she relinquished and threw her hands into the air. 

“To be perfectly honest it was a set up,” she chuckled.  “Dylan conspired with my children 
without my knowing.  My daughter Emily had my bags packed and ready to go.  As a matter of 
fact, I accepted a lunch invitation with him right after our first meeting.  Before I knew it, I was 
being whisked away to Manchester, Vermont for a four-day holiday.” 

Dr. Holbrook gave a pleasing grunt.  “Well, how very Hollywood of 
him.” 
Alana nodded her agreement.
“It was more than that, Dr. Holbrook, it was a fairy tale,” she admitted happily.  “Dylan left 

no stone unturned at winning my love from pampered days at the spa, a sleigh ride in the snow, 
free-flying with falcons and, so much more.  He didn’t push me, mind you, but truly charmed my 
socks off.” she smiled wistfully.  “I never felt cornered.  He let me come to terms with it all on 
my own.”

“I’m glad, Alana.  He handled it expertly by setting a stage that made you feel safe, happy 
and adored, all of which, are wonderful virtues you’ve been lacking far too long.  I’m guessing 
though, you have other concerns and fears.  Am I right?”



Alana could not deny she was petrified about what happened the night they returned from 
their sleigh ride.  She did not just faint, she blacked out totally and had no recollection of even 
doing so.  How often would that happen again?  What else could trigger it … loud noises, a 
screech of tires again, what?  Should she not be alone with her grandchildren?  The implication 
of that possibility alone frightened the daylights out of her.  It was like an albatross dangling over 
her head and she wanted it gone … and gone for good.

And then, there was Dylan, she smiled inwardly.  During their drive home they both agreed 
on a spring wedding as neither of them wanted to wait.  Dylan had also asked her thoughts about 
moving in with him, instead of going through the hassle of finding a place of her own for such a 
short time or still staying with Emily.  As much as it made sense and was all very tempting, she 
was apprehensive to simply just jump into a “live in” situation with him despite the beautiful 
four days they had just spent together.

Alana swallowed nervously, reached for her cup to take another sip, and replaced it back on 
top of its delicate saucer, as she leaned forward to rest her elbows on her knees.  She lowered her 
head into her hands and expelled a deep breath before she looked up and gazed at the doctor with 
fear mirrored in her eyes.

“A few yes,” she nodded.  “I … I blacked out one evening … just fell forward without 
warning and my mind went blank.  It petrified me and I’m afraid it will happen again.  I … I 
can’t go on with my life until I can fix what’s wrong inside my head,” she proclaimed as she 
pressed her fingers to her temples.

Dr. Holbrook leaned forward, her look one of intense concentration as she clasped her 
fingers together and rested her arms on her thighs.  Her voice lowered, taking on a more soothing 
and calming quality.

“Alana, do you trust me?” 
Alana’s look was thoughtful.
“It’s why I’m here.”
Dr. Holbrook smiled and nodded her appreciation.
“Good.  We’re going to get to the route of what happened.  I want you to lean back dear, 

listen to my voice, and just relax your body.  Can you do that for me?”
Alana’s eyes met the doctor’s and did as asked, relaxing her body against the plush cushion 

behind her and letting her hands drop to her sides.
“That’s very good, Alana.  I want you to look at the flame of this candle burning here on the 

coffee table,” she pointed.  “Don’t let your eyes move from the flame at all while listening to my 
voice, okay?”

Alana nodded her understanding. 
“Good,” the doctor praised.  “I want you to relax your breathing, Alana, keep your eyes on 

the flame, and breathe a nice slow breath in through your nose, that’s it, and blow it slowly out 
through your lips … very good.  Let’s keep doing that, breathe slowly in, and breathe slowly out, 
slowly in, and slowly out, slowly in and slowly out.

  The flame flickers, dances and changes its shape, affected by the air around it, much like 
our lives are changed by events that occur day-by-day.  There are many colors in the flame, 
Alana when you truly look hard … truly look deep … just like the layers in our lives.  What lies 
there we sometimes do not see.  See the red in the flame?  It is like the passion you share with 
Dylan and the orange, well … sometimes it comes … sometimes it goes or does not appear at all. 



It is the yellow that tries and pulls your attention away.  Fall into the center, Alana, where 
the blue flame is always steady despite what goes on around it.  See it there, large, whole and 
vividly bright?  And at its base, there is the smallest perfection of all a beautiful, steady flicker of 
violet, like the spirit that burns deep inside of you, barely perceptible, but strong and vibrant. 
What happened when your sleigh ride came to an end?”

Alana’s look turned to puzzlement as her brow furrowed deeply and her eyes squinted with 
sharp concentration, as she continued to stare into the flame.

That poignant moment the doctor questioned her was like a movie played out before her 
eyes and she opened her mouth to respond.  Her reply was in run-on sentences and in a voice that 
did not sound familiar to her ears.  

“Our sleigh ride ended with Hans and Dancer … Dancer was the bay Filly that pulled our 
sleigh and we parked in front of the resort and Dylan stepped down and I stood and he smiled up 
at me and opened his arms to help me and I heard … I heard people screaming and loud voices 
and the screeching of tires and turned … I turned to look and …and a huge black car was 
careening out of control and it was crashing against everything and the road it was … it was 
snowing and it was sliding and coming at us and I … I screamed and I —” 

Alana’s words stopped abruptly, and her head cocked sharply to the right frozen.  She did 
not move and her gaze was lifeless as she continued to stare into the flame.

Dr. Holbrook leaned forward and clapped her hands loudly three times in front of Alana’s 
eyes.  Her eyes fluttered and her body slightly jerked.  

“Alana, do you hear my voice?”
Alana’s neck straightened and ever so slowly recognition reflected in her eyes as her gaze 

moved from the candle to her doctor.
“Do you know where you were just then,” Dr. Holbrook asked.
Alana’s answer was matter-of-fact.  “There.”
“Alana, what emotions are you feeling right now,” Dr. Holbrook continued.
“None,” she replied.
“Where are you now?”
Alana smiled innocently as she looked intently at her doctor. 
 “Why with you, Dr. Holbrook.  That’s a silly question.”
Dr. Holbrook nodded slightly and returned Alana’s smile.  “Yes, I suppose it is.”
Her doctor rose, moved toward her desk and lifted a 14x17 poster board that was leaning 

against its side and returned to the sofa and seated.  She turned the board around and propped it 
up against the sofas back so Alana could see it clearly.

“Alana, I want you to take your time looking at this poster board and then tell me what you 
think it might be.  Give yourself a few moments though to really look at it and draw it all in.”

Alana did as she was directed and noted it was split in two halves, each half represented the 
past two months broken down in days like a calendar.  The first date that appeared for the month 
of November was the date of her accident along with a miniature snapshot taken at the scene 
pasted to the box tagged November 10th.  

“It’s a calendar of what happened in my life since the accident up until the day you and I 
first met,” she responded.

“That’s correct, Alana.  It’s a sequence of those events the left side of your brain can not 
process collectively like a story book.  What happened to you after the sleigh ride was a 



recurrence triggered by sound.  Your brain astutely recognized that sound, the same sound that 
pierced the air at the point of impact the day of your accident.  Instead of registering that moment 
as a past occurrence, it placed you right back at your accident scene at that precise moment in 
time. 

 I want you to hang this where you will see it every single day, where you will see it many 
times throughout the day.  It will help the left side of your brain process that event as a story in 
the past.  Constant, repetitive recognition will help place and keep the event in its proper 
sequence and in the past where it should remain.

I also want you to focus on the realization of what happened to you came from out of 
nowhere.  You did not see it coming, until it was too late for you to react.  That has a lot to do 
with the triggers.  For a short while, we’re going to try and reprogram how you view the world 
around you so that you are more alert of your surroundings.  Because of the world we live in, our 
actions are almost robotic filled with preoccupation.  By being more alert, more vigilant, those 
triggers will have a lesser chance of taking you unawares.  Do these two points make sense to 
you?  Do you understand?”

Alana’s eyes drifted to the poster and she frowned sternly.
“When I look at this in front of me right now, I realize my accident happened in the past.”
 Dr. Holbrook shook her head positively.  “Good.  That’s how we need you to view it.  What 

this will do is help to supplant those misplaced memories back to their proper perspective.  It will 
take time, but not as long as you think if you make it a part of your daily routine … that’s 
important.  I want you to keep track how often you look at it.  And not just gaze at it Alana, but 
truly read the date, look at the photos, absorb the information.”  

Alana shook her head in understanding.  It made sense in her mind; sense enough that it 
irked her it was so damn simple.

“I do understand what you mean about alertness.”  She shook her head and sighed with 
remorse.  “I wasn’t that day.  I had my earplugs in but wasn’t listening to the music.   I know I 
was really stressed and upset.  I remember now.  I was stopped by a female officer for my lapsed 
registration.  She was very condescending and belittling.  I just felt like my world was crumbling 
around me.”

“Preoccupation isn’t a vice, my dear,” Dr. Holbrook assured, “it’s a variable caused by the 
hectic world we live in.  We’ll get through this.  I promise.”   

The doctor slapped her palms on her thighs.  “Now, you said earlier there was another 
concern.  Let’s touch upon that while we still have time.”

Alana smoothed over the fabric on her pants not that she needed to do so but to collectively 
gather her thoughts for a few brief moments.

“Well … Dylan is my other issue but,” she raised her hands to emphasize, “not in a bad way 
though.  We decided on a spring wedding and I’m really, really excited about that,” she bustled. 
“It’s just that, well, he asked me to move in with him and I’m more than a little apprehensive 
about that being a good idea right now.”

“Why?” the doctor interjected.  “Is it because you fainted and feel as though you have no 
control?  Is it because you think it will happen again and he’ll view you differently?  Did you 
wake up during the night with nightmares while you were with him,” she asked.

Alana took a moment to really think about the questions and realized that her doctor 
pinpointed it exactly.  As understanding Dylan had been about all of her frailties, she feared he 



might see her in a different light, if something she had no control over caused him some terrible 
embarrassment.

She rubbed her palms together back and forth, as her mind jostled around her thoughts, fears 
and concerns, not aware that she was doing so with so much pressure until she felt the heat from 
the friction it caused.  She gazed up and realized her trancelike state with embarrassment and 
grunted. 

“Sorry,” she scrunched her nose.  “I … I am afraid.  And even though everything you want 
me to do makes sense, how do I know it will work?   And … you know … what’s really strange 
is I didn’t have one nightmare when,” she blushed lightly, “when we were together.” 

Dr. Holbrook gave Alana an endearing smile.
“Alana, your fear is understandable.  Taking control of that fear, being more alert of your 

surroundings and following the routine I’ve planned for you will work with time.  Dylan is the 
best thing that could have happened to you especially now, going through this as you are.  You 
possibly did not have nightmares, because your psyche realizes you feel safe, loved and 
comforted in his arms.  You’re at peace when you’re with him.  He’s your medicine.  Why don’t 
you bring him along on your next session?  He’s going to be your life partner and he is a major 
catalyst toward your healing process.  Are you comfortable with that?” 

Alana nodded her agreement.
“I know you’re right, Dr. Holbrook.  It’s just that I’m so use to happiness blowing up in my 

face.”
“You need to embrace the positive and expel the negative, my dear.  This man loves and 

adores you, and clearly will go to great extremes to bring joy and happiness into your life.  Say 
yes to him and move in Alana.  Dylan has given you something to believe in, something that 
gives you meaning.  He needs you as much as you need him.”

The doctor’s words were very encouraging.  Alana knew in her heart that having Dylan in 
her life was nothing but positive.  She knew she was just being insecure.  She knew that her own 
inadequacies could stop her from attaining happiness, success and prosperity in her own life. She 
had to start believing in herself again and believe in the true essence of who she was and the 
positive affect she had on people’s lives.

“You are a very wise woman, Dr. Holbrook.  I guess I just needed your affirmation.”
Dr. Holbrook leaned over and reached for a folder sitting on top of the coffee table in front 

of her.  She opened it up, and pulled out a rather official looking document, and handed it to 
Alana.

“I wanted you to see that I have been subpoenaed by the county to testify on your behalf, 
which I had told Mr. Hampton in earlier discussions I would do so.  I want you to know, Alana, 
this came as no surprise to me.  There is a possibility; however, you may be called to testify on 
the stand —”

Alana’s shock was obvious.  “But Mr. Hampton told me I wouldn’t have to.” 
There was a note of cynicism in her doctor’s tone when she replied.
“The defendant’s lawyer is pushing the judge hard on this one I’m afraid, Alana, and there’s 

a chance her request will be granted.  If it is, we’ll have to prepare you for it and I’ll be there to 
demand an end to her cross examination, if I deem it destructive or harmful to you in any way.”

Alana sighed deeply.  There was not much she could do when push came to shove.  If they 
forced her on the stand, she would find a way to work through it come hell or high water. 



“It's only when we truly know and understand that we have a limited time on earth, we 
begin to live each day to the fullest.”

CHAPTER 23

It was almost the start of the weekend and Alana was looking forward to spending it with 
Dylan at his cabin on Saratoga Lake.  She had decided to take Dr. Holbrook’s advice to move in 
with Dylan and planned on telling him that evening once they settled down to relax.  She could 
only imagine what the cabin would look like and could not wait to meet his business partner and 
best friend Max and his wife Susan on Sunday, when they drove up to spend the day with them. 
She knew that Dylan was going to ask Max to be his best man, and she was excited to prepare a 
nice dinner and get a chance to formally entertain for the first time in a very long while.

She heard Dylan’s car pull up in the driveway and ran out the door to greet him.  She flung 
her arms about his neck, and graced his lips with excited attention, and he lifted her off the 
ground and returned her kiss with an ardent enthusiasm of his own.

Alana’s daughter stood at the door and called out to them with laughter in her voice.
“Hey you two, the neighbors will talk.”
Dylan let go with one arm and waved his hand as if to say “who cares” and then swooped 

Alana into his arms and carried her back into the house, where he deposited her in the living 
room.

Nothing touched Alana’s heart more than seeing the shared adoration between Dylan and her 
children.  She smiled warmly when he naturally reached over and pulled Emily into his embrace 
for a tight hug, emitting a self-pleased grunt from her, and planted an affectionate kiss on each of 
her cheeks.   

“I hope you don’t mind me steeling your mom away for the weekend Em?”
Emily tried to give him a stern look, as she crossed her arms at her chest, and tapped her foot 

with fake agitation.
“It’s getting to be a habit with you two.  You better make an honest woman of her soon, Mr. 

Clayburn,” she pointed her finger in scolding fashion.
Dylan raised three fingers in Boy Scout tradition and sent her one of his beguiling 
smiles.  “Scouts honor, I promise,” he vowed.  “Are you all packed sweetheart? 

Alana turned and pointed to the piece of luggage that was set against the wall and nodded 
happily.  

Emily handed her the study board Dr. Holbrook had designed and noticed the look of 
bewilderment on Dylan’s face.

“I’ll explain on the ride up,” she offered.  
Dylan reached for her coat that was folded over an armchair nearby and held it out for her to 

slip into.  
Alana zipped her coat and turned to give her daughter a warm hug and kiss. 
“I won’t be home until early evening,” she turned to Dylan, “right honey?” 
Dylan shrugged lightly.  
“I would say closer to nine is more like it.”  He leaned in to plant a goodbye kiss on Emily’s 

cheek and shifted to reach for the handle.  “We’ll give you a ring when we’re on our way down.”



Emily followed them out the door and waved.  “Just have a good time and drive safe.  I’ll 
see you when you get back, mom.  Love you two.”

Alana blew Emily a kiss, Dylan waved, opened the door for Alana, and placed her luggage 
into the trunk of his car.

A few minutes into their trip, Dylan asked Alana what the story was behind the board and 
she explained her first rather intense session with Dr. Holbrook.  

He listened intently with patience and his astute interpretation of the board’s purpose before 
Alana actually explained the principal behind it did not surprise her.  Dylan was very supportive, 
and affirmed his desire to participate in her next therapy session.   

Their trip took less than thirty-five minutes once they reached the major arterial and traveled 
a straight line north all the way into Saratoga.  The traffic was light and the forecast for the 
weekend was clear, promising sunny skies and temperatures in the low 40’s.

They drove up an eight-hundred-foot asphalt driveway that was surrounded on both sides by 
evergreens and hardwoods.  The property she was told was situated on eight acres of land with 
two hundred twenty-five feet of shoreline overlooking Saratoga Lake from three points.

They passed a miniature logged shed with double-doors Dylan told her housed two snow 
mobiles, another duplicate shed that held two cords of split wood, and a three-car detached log 
garage.  The house itself was a huge custom Adirondack Log Home with various peaks, massive 
windows and beautifully etched glass doors.

“Just how frigging rich are you,” she gaped openly as they pulled in front of his home.
Dylan sent her a wistful smile and watched as her eyes took it all in and her expression 

changed from surprise to awe.
Alana knew he was successful, but she never would have thought that Dylan was beyond 

wealthy.  The structure was nothing short of magnificent with a full wraparound porch 
overlooking the front of the property.  

Dylan reached up to depress the garage door opener clipped to his visor, and one of the 
massive six paneled doors lifted up with a soft hum.  As they rolled inside the bay, Alana was 
not surprised to see that the garage was more than the total square footage of her former two-
bedroom apartment at River’s Edge.  Utility and style converged together that would create 
extreme envy in any man’s heart.  

A grooved, grey slate covered the walls of the entire interior from which everything hung 
organized including a pair of mountain bikes, garden equipment and tools.  There was no sign of 

clutter anywhere, as everything was stored in beautiful cabinets made of brushed aluminum. 
She tried to mentally prepare herself for what was yet to come, but the grandeur that greeted 

her the moment she stepped over the threshold, literally took her breath away.  Her mouth 
immediately watered when she entered what definitely was the combination mud and laundry 
room.  There wasn’t going to be anything compact about this house, she was certain, as this one 
clearly could be utilized as a small bedroom with its own utility sink, folding counter and six- 
paneled cabinet for storage, not to mention an upscale Front Load Washer/Dryer Combo the 
color of forest green.

  Alana stood motionless, and just let her eyes scan an expansive kitchen, that was designed 
for someone, who truly loved to cook and bake.  It would have done justice to any top scale 
magazine with a double French door stainless steel refrigerator that was larger than most, with 
LG electronics and a matching combination microwave, stove and dishwasher built in.  



There was an island as long as one of the counters, with a utility sink nearest to the stove. 
The visual impact of the countertops against the natural log interior made for an impressive 
contrast with deep burgundy the dominant color, and speckles of grey, black and various shades 
of brown.

Alana’s awe continued on into the great room, with its Cathedral ceiling skylights, an entire 
wall of eight foot windows that offered an abundance of natural lighting, and a glorious view of 
the lake.  When she gazed to the right, her eyes scanned upward and counted three levels.  One 
full wall was decorated with stones Dylan told her were taken from the land, and a dome-shaped 
fireplace was centered in the middle, with dug in openings on each side to hold a full cord of 
chopped wood.

Dylan interlaced his fingers with hers and led her toward etched double French doors that 
led outdoors onto a covered porch, which was an extension of the wrapped around one out front. 
The panoramic view of the lake was breathtaking, and she could see a dock and boathouse in the 
distance. At the far right end of the porch, it jagged out about another eight feet with a hot tub in 
the center that could sit six adults.  Adirondack rocking chairs, with thick cushions for comfort, 
and various outdoor pieces were scattered along the porch for anyone’s relaxing pleasure.

“Oh Dylan,” she sighed as he wrapped his arms around her from behind, “I do believe I love 
this more than the Equinox.”

Dylan nestled his lips in the curve of her neck and turned her slowly to face him.  He 
wrapped his arms about her waist and pulled her body snuggly against his.

“Does this mean you’ll move in with me?  This could be our home, Alana or, if you 
preferred to live closer to Emily and Matthew, we could have something built?”  

Alana could not believe her ears.  To think he would build her a totally new house was 
almost too much to comprehend.  She was blessed.  This man truly adored her and wanted 
nothing less than to make her happy.  Her greatest dream had always been to one day own a 
beautiful home overlooking a lake.  How she had prayed on it.  She even created a vision board a 
long time ago that she always had propped atop her desk. There was even a picture of a log home 
she had cut out of a magazine and ironically, it looked a lot like the one she was standing in right 
now.  

She turned in his arms and threw hers around his neck with excited glee.
“Could we live here really?  I know it would be a ride for you though, and if we can’t I’ll 

understand and —”
Dylan leaned in and cut her off as he took possession of her lips.  Alana moaned against his 

mouth, and thought they could pick up the discussion later.  Right here, right now, she would 
rather let him have his way with her.  His hands began to touch, to explore and caress her skin, 
finding their way beneath her clothing, and snapping the clasp free from her bra. 

He lifted her into his arms, and carried her back inside, ravishing her mouth with his lips as 
he walked a path to  the fireplace,  and finally  let  her  slither  down against  his  hardness.  He 
fondled and gave worship to her breasts, as though they were a life sustaining force he needed 
more than wanted.

He lowered her to the plush thick rug with colorful symmetrical designs in lush earth tones 
spread out beneath their feet.

His voice was thick with passion and his eyes reflected his need for her.



“I have been thinking of this all day, Alana.  God how I want you,” he growled with 
yearning.

Her response seemed to be one she imagined would be said often and her smile radiated the 
answer to his need.

“Then take me,” she whispered.
That was all he needed, and his reaction was immediate, as he began to undress her and she 

him.  In a matter of moments, they were stripped of clothing and kneeling beside each other.  She 
moved into his embrace, and rested her hands upon his hard naked chest, and tilted her face to 
his.

The look she gave him was filled with hunger and expectation.
It was a look he knew all too well, and Dylan lifted her, so her legs wrapped around his waist.
She clung to him as he continued to explore her with his mouth, and the skill he had 

mastered over time.  His tongue slid between her lips like a seductive predator, as he lowered her 
to the floor, and then rolled with her to their side.  He caressed the curve of her spine and trailed 
his fingers slowly up to the round of her shoulders, and then back down to cup his palms 
underneath her derriere.  

Alana pressed herself harder against him.  Her body craved and wanted more, and she 
molded to the length of him, wrapping her left leg over his hip, so she could take him fully and 
deeply inside her.

He  demanded  everything  with  his  mouth,  his  lips,  and  tongue,  and  she  denied  him 
nothing. Eager moans escaped their throats as the intensity of their union became more crazed 
and wanton.

“Dylan,” she cried, as he rolled her to her back and his hardness moved in and out of her 
with an urgency that made her whimper with sheer delight.  The friction he created began to 
crescendo deep within her, and she could feel it begin to peak, rising ever-so-fast and sending her 
over the edge.  Her sounds of intense, increasing pleasure let him know her climax was near.

His voice was raw with emotion.  
“I love you, Alana.  To the depth and breadth and height my soul can reach.”  
Once the loving sonnet escaped his lips, their release was immediate, and their bodies 

shuddered in unison with resplendent fulfillment.  

---

Saturday morning was far from disappointing, when they awoke to the sound of blue jays 
squawking outdoors and bright sunshine streaming in through the bedroom windows.  Both of 
their stomachs growled with hunger the minute they stirred.  They chuckled like school kids and 
Dylan challenged that the last one downstairs had to cook breakfast.  The covers became a mass 
of tangles as they tried to disengage from the sheets.  Dylan got free first, bolted from the bed, 
and headed for the door without a stitch of clothing on.

Alana took her time, however, donned her bathrobe, and sauntered down the stairs to find 
him shaking from exposure on the landing.

She graciously relented with a smirk, and swatted his bare behind as she stepped around 
him, and headed for the kitchen, giggling as he shivered back upstairs to get dressed.  She took a 
moment to study her memory board, which became a ritual each morning, and then happily 



reflected on the evening they had spent together, while she gathered together the necessary 
breakfast items.

She smiled when the memory of last night came to mind as she began to break some eggs 
into a bowl.  They had munched on a wedge of sharp cheese with crisp butter crackers and kettle 
corn popped in the microwave.  They sipped wine while relaxing in front of the warm roaring 
fire, listened and danced to golden oldies on the stereo and had long discussions about their 
different ideas for the wedding.  These were the kind of evenings she had to look forward, to and 
Alana could not have been happier as she sighed with contentment.

Once Dylan joined her downstairs, they began to discuss the menu for that evening and their 
next day with Max and Susan.  Dylan told her about the great local grocer that had been owned 
by the same family for four generations as well as the awesome village bakery and butcher shop 
that offered fresh cuts of pork and beef.  

When Alana learned the area had already received nearly three feet of snow, she asked 
Dylan if they could go for a ride on his snow mobile and he agreed wholeheartedly, since it 
would be such a sunny and mild day.  He told her about the natural trail that circled around the 
lake and crossed over to land that was also part of the Adirondack State Park. 

They ate their breakfast quickly and, within two hours, they returned after visiting all three 
local establishments, put their groceries away, made hot chocolate for a thermos, changed into 
the proper attire for their afternoon adventure and were out the door gassing up the sled. 

Once they entered the pristine domain of the surrounding forest, it was as if they ventured 
into another dimension with snow covered trees and a landscape blanketed in white.  Alana loved 
hugging herself to Dylan with her arms wrapped tightly around his middle, as he steered their 
snowmobile with expert ease along the marked trail.

There was something so serene and marveling about being out in the middle of nowhere, 
amid a land still virgin and untouched by man and developers.  Snow fell from branches above 
jostled by scampering squirrels or various birds flittering from branch to branch.  It amazed her 
how the sleds glided over the soft powder without digging in from their weight and not getting 
stuck.  

She was surprisingly comfortable dressed in the gear that Dylan had provided.  She never 
felt the brisk cold as they clipped along the terrain at a fairly high speed.  Nearly forty minutes 
into their ride, Dylan coasted to a stop, so they could share in a cup of the hot chocolate they 
brought along on their trip.

They took pleasure in the tranquility of the countryside around them.  They enjoyed the 
entertaining sounds of the forest creatures, as they were serenaded by the caw of ravens, the 
melodious chirps of snow wrens and the screech of hawks flying overhead as they scanned the 
ground below for their intended quarry.  Alana and Dylan shared in the memory of what they had 
learned at the falconry school and how so very different it seemed watching the raptors soar 
above in their true natural environment.

Dylan hugged her close, and tilted his head so their visors would not bunk, and leaned in to 
cover her mouth with a firm yet, tender kiss.

“Welcome to my world sweetheart,” he nuzzled the tip of her nose with his.
Her voice was expressive of the appreciation and love she felt in her heart.
“I am so blessed to have you in my life, Dylan.  Thank you for loving me,” she said. 
“Thank you for letting me,” he replied.



---

Max and Susan arrived just a little before eleven, and Alana’s connection with them was 
almost immediate.  It was easy to see why Dylan and Max got along so well.  They fed off each 
other’s personalities like a comic team working the Vegas strip.  Their history together went 
back as long as the stories they had to tell, which kept them all in stitches and well occupied 
throughout the afternoon.  

They lounged out on the back porch and in the warm afternoon sunshine and reminisced 
their college years.  Max took great pleasure exploiting Dylan’s botched trysts with questionable 
felines and complimented the woman who stole his best friend’s heart.

Alana knew it was the perfect lead in for Dylan and was not surprised when he asked Max to 
be his best man.  They talked a little about the wedding and shared some destination brochures 
they were considering for a honeymoon getaway.   

When late afternoon turned around, Susan joined Alana in the kitchen to begin dinner, while 
the men went out to take a quick ride on the snowmobiles. 

Alana knew that Susan and she were going to be very close friends as they had a lot in 
common.  She was an entrepreneur, who successfully made her way in a man’s world, and 
started a gift basket business out of their home.

Susan told her how in two short years, Classic Basket Designs had tripled and she was 
forced into hiring three fulltime employees and a part-time accountant.  By her tenth year, she 
was profiting high in the six figures and now seriously contemplating putting her business up on 
the sale block.

Susan broke the plastic seal on a package containing four chicken breasts that she retrieved 
from the refrigerator for Alana and ran them under running water before handing them to her.  

“It’s going on eighteen years, Alana, and I’m getting tired,” she shared openly. “I had this 
zest each morning, but now that the kids have left the nest and Max and I are still young, I want 
to travel and spend quality time with him.” 

Since Chicken Marsala was on the menu for dinner, Alana placed the breasts on a piece of 
foil and pounded them with a small, square mallet until they were a uniform thickness.

“I know what you mean.  I’ve been working since I was fourteen.  This past decade has 
taken more out of me then the previous fourteen before it,” she gazed dreamily out the window 
and sighed.  “I always envisioned my retirement sitting on a white sandy beach with a notebook 
on my lap, creating the next best seller while gazing out at turquoise waters, warm Caribbean 
breezes rustling through my hair, an umbrella drink at my side, and a handsome man to crawl 
between the sheets with,” Alana declared.

Susan’s appreciation of her visionary dream was apparent as her laughter filled the air.
“Girlfriend I like the way you dream.  You’re pretty close though.  Looks like you’ll be 

trading that Caribbean beach in for lake front property.” Alana’s eyes arched playfully.
“And I still get to keep the handsome man to crawl between my sheets.”
They chuckled together over the truth in her words and gaily continued with the menu 

preparations as they chatted about kids, men and life in general.
Alana poured them each a glass of Chardonnay, while Susan occupied a leather back stool 

tucked beneath the center island Alana worked at.



Susan watched as Alana lightly coated the chicken with flour and quickly browned them in 
pure virgin olive oil then removed them from the pan.

Susan diced some mushrooms and Alana transferred them to the pan and let them sauté in 
the oil and juices and then stirred in some chopped shallots. While they were cooking over a 
slow heat, Alana mixed water, chicken stock, Marsala wine and some special spices into the pan, 
reduced the heat and added the chicken to simmer until ready.  

The Marsala wine sauce has its own distinctive complex aroma that definitely tantalized 
their taste buds and sending their senses into a spin as the sweet aroma wafted through the 
downstairs.

By the time Max and Dylan returned from their winter jaunt, the table was set, candles were 
burning, soft rock was serenading and dinner was ready to serve.

 

“All that truly matters in the end is that you love and are loved.”

CHAPTER 24

Alana had no idea that before she and Dylan left on their New Year getaway, he had made a 
point of inviting her children along with their spouses out to dinner so he could ask for their 

blessing and shared with them how he wanted to propose on New Year’s Eve.  
Emily and Matthew followed suit the very next day and put into action a surprise 

engagement party, and incorporated the help of Dylan’s executive assistant, Marci and Max’s 
wife Susan right away.

Alana’s daughter Emily, worked diligently with Marci and Susan, to gather a mailing list of 
Dylan’s closest friends and business associates, calling Dylan’s sister so she could reserve the 
date.  Together, the threesome decided on the perfect location, while Marci convinced their 
company printer to turn around complimentary invitations in record time.

Susan had told Emily, she and her husband, wanted to cover the cost for decorating the 
room, hiring a quartet to provide entertainment and also cover the hotel expenses for the handful 
of guests and their partners who would be invited from out-of-town.  

 Now that the day had finally arrived, neither Alana nor Dylan had a clue what was in store 
for them, while they chatted happily with her children and their spouses in the limo on the way to 
The Glen Sander’s Mansion for a celebration dinner.  

As Alana listened to the bustle of conversation passing between the limos occupants, she 
was thankful for the wonderful distraction now that the trial against Dale Philips was in full 
swing.  The last three days had been emotionally and physically draining for her, but she drew 
strength from the constant band of individuals, who enveloped her with loving support and 
attention.  

In another few days, Alana would be called to the stand by the defense, and she was not 
looking forward to the battering that was destined to come her way.  She knew it was Philips 
constitutional right to have her do so still, it pissed her off he would subject her to more after 
what he had already done. 



  The emergency meeting, she attended that morning at the DA’s office with Miss Amherst, 
Dylan and Dr. Holbrook in attendance, had been extremely taxing and it was only a mock 
sampling of what she could expect from the defense.  Ray Hampton did not hold back and Alana 
almost hated him for it.  He battered her with relentless questioning, barely giving her time to 
respond, trying to break her time and again with embarrassing, humiliating questions and 
innuendos.

Alana shivered and a soft moan escaped her throat.
Dylan was sensitive to her reaction and drew her close to his side and pressed an affectionate 

kiss to her brow.
“Where did you go just now,” he whispered softly against her ear.
He knew her well and she reached for his hand and interlaced her fingers with his.
“This morning and the way Hampton badgered me,” she shook her head assuredly as her 

eyes reflected the fear that clutched around her heart like a vice.  “I don’t know if I have the 
strength to go through this Dylan.  He was like a salivating pit bull.  If the defense is anything 
like he portrayed today I — “

Dylan lifted her chin and leaned in to offer one of those magical kisses that had a way of 
filling her with wonderment and hope.

“I believe in your strength.  I have witnessed your tenacity.  Their arrogance is their only 
strength.  Don’t allow them to have that power over you.”

She knew he was right.  There was never a time she doubted the counsel he offered.  She had 
to use what she had been subjected to as her shield.  Ray Hampton had tried to prepare her for 
the worse scenario and make sure not an element of surprise threw her into a spiraling, broken 
down emotional mess.  She had to be strong, and rally every ounce of strength and calm 
assurance she could muster to bring Goliath to his knees.  

Alana caressed her palm against Dylan’s cheek and ran her thumb along the fullness of his 
lower lip.

“I love you, Dylan Clayburn,” she smiled tenderly.
“Just keep telling me that forever and always,” he replied as the limo pulled up in front of 

their final destination.
Once Alana looked out the window at the stylish exterior of The Glen Sanders Mansion 

lavishly decorated in a full complement of white lights, her excitement began to peak.  The last 
time she had graced this facility, was nearly six years ago, when Matthew got married to Cassie 
and their reception was held here.  It was still an opulent, impressive structure when she exited 
the limo and slipped her arm through Dylan’s.   With a history that dated back to 1658, it had the 
same age-old elegance that the Equinox also prided itself in.   

The small entourage moved into the lobby with excited anticipation and chatted with much 
animation over the interior’s extravagance.  Emily hugged Alana’s waist eagerly as a hostess 
arrived to formally welcome them.

They were immediately escorted through an open sitting area where a pianist sitting at a 
rosewood Steinway baby grand offered a soliloquy of show tunes.  They stopped before two 
massive ivory paneled doors and the hostess nodded respectfully and swept open the door for 
them to enter.

“I hope you enjoy your joyous event,” she smiled.



Before it could register they weren’t being drawn into a dining room but rather a private 
banquet area, the roar of nearly a hundred guests shouting congratulations greeted them as Alana 
and Dylan made their grand entry with her children and their spouses following behind.  

Max and Susan were the first to reach them and they moved into a room that was beautifully 
decorated with hues of yellow, sage and ivory.

“Finally got one over on ya there, old man?”  Max joked while squeezing Dylan to him in 
their traditional man hug.

Dylan drew Alana to his side, and planted a kiss tenderly upon her lips, when he saw she 
was just as shocked as he was.

“Well they certainly pulled one over on us didn’t they, sweetheart,” he declared.
Alana’s eyes shone with shocked surprise.
“Do ya think,” she chuckled lightly.
Alana moved into Max’s arms, squeezed him affectionately and turned to greet Susan with a 

tender hug and kiss.
Immediately, a whirlwind of attention evolved around them, as both she and Dylan 

recognized their out-of-town guests simultaneously and reacted with excited glee.  Tears of joy 
and hugs abounded, as the rest of the guests made their way forward to greet the happy couple 
and express their personal congratulations and joy over their engagement.

An open bar was set up to the side of the room, and once some of the excitement calmed to a 
lull and settled to a point of calm, Emily moved to Alana’s side and asked that she and Dylan 
take a seat at a table that had been reserved for the family.

Alana and Dylan moved forward to join Cassie and Steven already seated there and watched 
as Emily and Matthew moved to the front of the room.  Emily tapped a spoon lightly to clink 
against her glass and call attention to herself, as Matthew moved beside her and encircled her 
waist with his arm.

“Would everyone take their seats please so we can begin?”
The guests found their seating in a matter of minutes as Emily and Matthew waited 

patiently.
  The conversation lowered from a soft din to complete silence and Emily gazed toward the 

back of the room and nodded her head, as a signal to a young gentleman dressed in a dark suit 
awaited her order.

Almost immediately, a projection screen lowered from the ceiling, and Matthew walked a 
few steps to the left and rolled out a small table from behind a folded screen.  A lap top computer 
was already open for use, and Alana watched with a curiosity that had her neck stretching to see 
what was on the table as well.

She watched as Matthew moved back to his sister’s side, placed an affectionate kiss upon 
her face, and handed her a portable microphone.  Alana snuggled close to Dylan and wiggled 
with giddy excitement, as she looped her arm through his and snuggled near. 

Alana could tell that Emily was emotionally nervous, as she watched her suck a short 
cleansing breath into her lungs and sent a loving gaze their way.

“This is such a joyous occasion for both my brother Matthew and I,” she began as she gazed 
quickly at her brother, “especially so, because our mom is loved by the most wonderful, caring, 
compassionate and endearing man.  Dylan we thank you from the bottom of our hearts,” her 
voice began to crack and a small sob escaped her throat.



Alana’s throat began to constrict as well, as she watched Matthew gently stroke his sister’s 
back and then wrap his arm protectively around her shoulder, placing a kiss atop her head.  

Emily took another deep breath before continuing.
“Dylan, you … you helped our mom find her way back to us.  Her step is lighter, her eyes 

reflect the joy that fills her heart, her soul is at peace, and her life has balance and meaning 
because of you.  Thank you for loving our mom.”

Emily blew a kiss Dylan’s way and then handed the microphone over to her brother and 
encircled his waist with her arm.

Matthew sighed deeply, as he sniffled back his own tears and gave himself a few seconds to 
try and gain his composure.

“What my sister said man … ditto,” he punched the air.  The room erupted into joyous 
laughter and Matthew hesitated only briefly before moving on.  “First I want to give a special 
thanks to Dylan’s partner and closest friend, Max Tyler and his beautiful wife Susan, for 
providing the entertainment this evening and the beautiful flowers that are dressing the room and 
the tables; and also, Dylan’s Executive Assistant Marci, who helped us pull this all together. 
Thank you so much,” he bowed graciously, “for helping Em and I make this event so very 
special for our mom and Dylan.

Memories are important to our family and more so for our mom,” his voice shook.  He 
puffed his lips and blew out slowly to stay the tears that began to burn the back of his eyes.

“Yours is a true love story that Em and I wanted to share with the people in this room, who 
came here tonight in celebration of that love.  So, we confiscated your digital camera with the 
help of Marcie,” Matt sent her a playful wink, as Emily blew a kiss her way, “we downloaded all 
your photos and put together a video of the first chapter of your lives together to the tunes of 
some of those songs mom told Em you danced too on your getaway to Vermont.  This is our 
special gift to you.”

Matthew inserted the CD, gave the banquet manager still standing in the back of the room a 
thumbs up, and the lights slowly lowered until the room was darkened.

Nat King Cole’s greatest classic, Unforgettable, filled the room as a shot of the stairwell at 
River’s Edge where they first collided came upon the screen, a few seconds passed and the scene 
scrolled to a beautifully scripted 8x12 sign on a wall noting “Love Happened Here.”  Next were 
single head shots of Alana and Dylan both taped side-by-side with a red heart drawn in the space 
between them.

The next photo scrolled showing the community room with its TV and fireplace on, and 
Alana’s quilted blanket draped over the couch overflowing onto the floor.  A reenactment of a 
single yellow rose left at her door came into view next followed by a stream of photos depicting 
their first date at the Ole Bryan Inn Dylan had used in a special album to help Alana remember.

The song, “I Only Have Eyes for You” caused tears to stream from Alana’s eyes as she 
continued to watch the heartfelt homage playing on the screen before her, while she and Dylan 
were at the falconry school in Vermont, their evening sleigh ride and lastly, their New Year’s 
Eve celebration at the Equinox.  

She noted there was hardly a dry eye in the room, when the video came to an end and 
together she and Dylan rose, moved forward, and took turns embracing Emily and Matthew, as 
they also adorned them with kisses and hugs.  



The wait staff entered, as if on cue, and began to serve the guests the selected entrée for the 
evening.  

Everyone settled in while the quartet began to play their first set of songs, and Alana 
embraced every moment the beautiful evening ahead still had yet to offer.

Tomorrow morning would prove another full day at court.  This time she would face it as a 
different woman,  stronger and determined and to make sure that  Dale Philips  got what he 
deserved.

“On the other side of fear is freedom.” 

CHAPTER 25

This was it.
 Alana swallowed nervously as she looked at her legal benefactors standing to the side of the 

small room they had been granted to conference in prior to court beginning.  It was the last day 
she would ever have to walk into this building and sit for eight long hours listening to testimony, 
being forced to view photos and video taken at the scene and throughout her recovery at the 
hospital.

The process was long and demanding with first the arraignment, then the grand jury, pretrial 
motions and lastly, seven long days of trial.  She was confused, now more than ever, as the 
defendant’s character witness’ day in and day out made her realize that Dale Philips was not the 
monster she had conjured up in her mind.

He had done so many wonderful things for the community throughout his entire life.  His 
children  loved  and  adored  him,  and  he  nurtured  them  into  becoming  wonderful,  young, 
responsible adults.  He had five precious grandchildren, who called him Poppy all around the 
same ages of her own.

She tried to argue in her own mind that for the love of God, the man was drop down drunk, 
ran a red light, and projected her body, more than twenty feet into the air causing serious bodily 
harm.  In a court of law, she had a right to justice.  For so long, she could not understand why 
they were even wasting the County’s money and just convict him.  With modern technology 
clearly proving his guilt beyond a reason of doubt, an appointed judge should have been able to 
simply put the bastard behind bars without a trial.

But now, she felt differently.  Dale Philips drank because he lost a son, a son he cherished 
and adored, and a son he would never hold in his arms, watch grow up, get married, and have 
children, a son whose body was blown to smithereens, beyond recognition while serving his 
country in Afghanistan.

They were so deep into the trial now.  There was no way she could possibly change the 
course of what was about to happen.  Or could she?  She knew in her heart putting him behind 
bars was not the answer.  It would not bring back his son.  It would not expunge what happened 
to her.  There had to be something she could do to help him, satisfy justice, and make her feel 
whole and right again.

She knew his defense attorney was in it for the glory and would try to lessen the severity of 
what had happened to her.  Shannon Dell, she learned at the start of trial, was one of the best 



defense attorneys on the East coast and like a frigging tigress protecting her cub.  She was slick, 
cunning, manipulative, intimidating, and proved from the on-start a force to reckon with.

Alana on the other hand,  had her own plan of action.   She would keep her feelings  to 
herself. She knew she had to play it out now and, if the good Lord was willing, maybe she could 
shift the process to a degree where both sides could benefit by what was right, not simply what 
justice expected.

 Alana closed her eyes while Dylan stood behind her, slowly running his hands back and 
forth along her shoulders and massaging his thumbs up along the back of her neck.  Alana used 
that connection as a moment of concentration, as she closed her eyes and lowered her chin to her 
chest, breathing slowly in through her mouth, and exhaling from her nose.

She could hear the hum of the DA’s voice and his assistant Miranda’s, but could not tell 
what they were saying.  They had been in the room for nearly two hours now drilling, 
questioning, and preparing her.  It had left her soulfully drained and teetering on the edge of an 
emotional and physical breakdown.  Her muscles were tense, her heart was palpitating, her palms 
were sweaty, and her insides quivered from a mass of emotions … rage, panic, embarrassment, 
exhaustion, fear … all seething to a point of eruption. 

There was nothing much else she could do at this point in the game but stay focused, not 
rush responding to the questioning, and use her answers to thwart Dell’s strategy.  She would not 
allow the woman the slightest opportunity to weaken Alana.  She believed that destiny and fate 
could be changed, and she planned on using everything within her realm of possibility to end the 
day on a positive note.

Alana had done some reading on her own.  The defense still had time to call for a plea.  If 
Alana could push them toward that, she could convince Ray to listen to hers on behalf of the 
defendant.

A clerk, who looked young enough to still be in high school, entered the room and 
exchanged a few brief words with Ray and exited.

Ray turned and his determined look told Alana that the time to enter the court room had 
arrived.

Alana watched as Ray crossed the room to stand before her and reached out to clasp her 
shoulders firmly.  

His gaze was intense, and Alana could feel the heat from his hands penetrate the thin sweater 
she was wearing.  It was like he was passing all of his strength and energy onto her, and he 
nodded with indomitable assurance. 

“Well little lady,” he offered.  “This is your day.  I hope the final exercise we just put you 
through strengthened your resolve and got your dander up.  Nothing can touch you unless you 
allow it.  No one can take justice from you today, unless you allow it.  We begin to live when we 
are no longer afraid.  Your new life begins today, Alana, the moment you take that stand.  There 
is nothing Shannon Dell can take from you,” he shook her lightly.

His words cut deep to her core and gave her a sense of strength she thought she no longer 
had left and she felt empowered by them.  He leaned in and placed a tender kiss upon her 
forehead before releasing her and stepped aside as his assistant moved forward.

Miranda drew Alana into her arms and gave her a tight squeeze.  Her voice shook with 
emotion and softly caressed her ear, but loud enough, for those in the room to still hear her 
words.



“Yesterday you dared to struggle.  Today you dare to win.”   
Alana returned her squeeze and sniffled back the tears which threatened to escape.
“I will, Miranda.  I will.  Thank you.”
Ray reached forward to extend his hand to Dylan.
“You’ve got about five minutes before she has to be seated.”
Dylan nodded, moved closer and encircled her with his arms from behind.
“Thanks,” Dylan replied, “we’ll be right in.”
Dylan turned Alana around to face him, and his concern for her was obvious.  He reached up 

to firmly hold her face between his hands, and lowered his lips to hers.  The moment he 
connected with her, she was in another place and time and no longer in a small conference room, 
no longer awaiting testimony, or facing a judge and jury and the man, who almost took her life.

His kiss was life, and strength, and love, and happiness, and Alana felt as though she was 
being delicately and deliciously and lovingly absorbed by it.  It gave her the strength she needed 
and a sense of surety the ugliness in her life was truly gone.

When he drew his lips away, Alana whimpered slightly, and he enveloped her within the 
strength of his arms and hugged her to his chest.  He cupped the back of her head tenderly and 
her cheek snuggled against him, as she breathed his scent deeply into her lungs and wrapped her 
arms fiercely around his back.

“Say what you feel is right.  Do what you feel will bring you peace.”
Alana moved out of Dylan’s arms and caressed his face this time between her palms and 

placed a tender kiss upon his lips.
“I will sweetheart for us both.”
The court room was packed with media, curious onlookers and friends and family of both 

the defense and prosecution, when Alana and Dylan entered to take their designated seats.  She 
looked at the individuals sitting in the well to the left of the judge’s bench getting ready for the 
proceedings.  There were two court clerks, the official court reporter, and three uniformed 
officers standing nearby.

The court clerk rose and let her voice rise above the din in the room and all quieted.
“Please rise.  Judge Mikala Newman now presiding over Waverly vs. Philips in the County 

of Wayne, State of New York this sixteenth day of January Two Thousand and Twelve.” Judge 
Mikala Newman entered the room and took her seat of authority.

No matter how many times Alana saw the woman; she both respected and was intimidated 
by her commanding presence and stern persona.  She was a big-boned, attractive Black woman 
and her near six-foot frame looked even more imposing draped in a long black robe. She 
demanded decorum and had no problem chewing out anyone, who irked her or tried to shift 
procedure or policy to their favor.

Alana knew she was a force to be reckoned with the first time she sat in her presence during 
the jury selection proceedings, when the defense kept dismissing jurors for no just cause.

“This court is in session,” Judge Newman proclaimed, as she hit the gavel with one quick 
slam and gave the defense counsel her attention.

“Ms. Dell, call your last witness.”
Shannon Dell rose with a languid assurance in a stunning ensemble that fit her curves as 

though painted by an artist’s hand and responded with a strong controlled voice.  
“The defense calls Alana Waverly to the stand.”



Alana expelled a long breath, as she rose, and squeezed Dylan’s hand while rounding the 
table and moved forward to take the stand.  

She stepped up into the witness area, placed her left hand upon the Bible, and raised her 
right hand as the clerk conducted the swearing in process and Alana vowed to tell the truth, the 
whole truth, and nothing but the truth in the eyes of God.

The defendant’s attorney moved forward slowly with what Alana perceived an obvious fake 
smile planted upon her face.

“I know being called as a witness for the defense is not high on your popular list Ms. 
Waverly, so I promise to make this as painless,” she emphasized, “as possible.” 

Alana did not respond but rather sent her a look that spoke volumes.
“Miss Waverly,  while approaching the bench, I noticed you did so without the aid of a 

wheel chair, walker or cane today.”   Alana smiled inwardly.
“Unaided?” she spurned.  “I don’t think so.”
Dell arched a brow, and play acted for the amusement of the jury, as she looked about the 

witness stand for an apparent apparatus.
 “I’m sorry … are you hiding it somewhere?”
“I would say the thirty-eight rods, pins and steel bolts holding my pelvis and tibia together, 

could constitute as aids, since they do help me stand erect and walk Counselor.”
It was plainly obvious Dell did not find Alana’s reply at all satisfying, as her eyes narrowed 

and her expression turned cold.
“Well, let me rephrase the question then, Ms. Waverly.  How well does your pelvis 

function during the thrusts of passion?  Is your mobility hindered then?” 
District Attorney Hampton flew to his feet and roared.
“Objection, your Honor!  That line of questioning is lewd, inappropriate, and has no bearing 

on this case or, Ms. Waverly’s inability to function.”
Dell did not shirk the prosecutor’s outburst and spoke with a terseness that sent gasps 

through the courtroom.
“I have every right to challenge whether the victim’s injuries are severe enough to constitute 

physical injury under the Penal Law definition your Honor, and whether or not she can still 
pleasure her man in bed, would certainly apply.”

Judge Newman’s bang of the gavel and enraging scream of SILENCE quieted not only both 
attorneys but the entire court room.

“Ms. Dell, let me warn you.  Continue this tawdry line of questioning, and I will dismiss 
your ass from this case.  Do I make myself clear?”

Dell’s return stare seared the air, as she nodded with controlled anger.  
The Judge turned to the court stenographer and with a tone barely casual and ordered, 

“Scratch the last line of questioning.”  She then turned back toward the defense attorney and said 
with a tight smile, “Now, let’s try that one again shall we?”

Dell huffed, as she entwined her fingers behind her back and contemplated for a brief 
moment what she would ask next.

“Miss Waverly, have you been sexually active since the accident?”
Alana’s gaze immediately was drawn to Dylan and the slight nod and endearing smile he 

gave her made her strong.  She pondered one brief moment before responding and her mind 
filled with the most perfect answer, it even astounded herself.



“What accident?”
Dell took three strides forward, leaned in, and curled her fingers around the oak banister 

separating herself from the witness.
“The auto accident you were in, Miss Waverly, around 3:15 p.m., Wednesday, November 

Fourth of this past year.  You do remember that, do you not?” 
Alana shook her head in the negative.
“Oh, I remember it as though it happened yesterday, Ms. Dell.  I believe you mean how I 

was assaulted by a black pickup truck driven by that man,” she turned slightly in her seat and 
pointed directly at the defendant, “as he ran a red traffic light, while I was passing through the 
intersection and crashed into me at an intense speed and sailed by body into the air.”  

Shannon Dell protested vehemently.
“Your Honor, I demand her answer be stricken from the record.
The District Attorney stood in defense of the victim and argued on her behalf.
“Your Honor, Miss Waverly answered the defense’s question accurately.  She was indeed 

assaulted by a vehicle driven by the defendant, Dale Philips, around that time, exactly that day 
and in the month of November last year, which all evidence has clearly proven.  I don’t 
understand the defense’s objection.”

Judge Newman calmly resolved the argument.  
“I would say Ms. Waverly answered the question you asked correctly, Counselor.  Your 

request is denied.   Any further questions?”
Dell turned about to think briefly and her attention was caught by her client, as he cleared 

his throat and curled an index finger in his direction.  She turned back toward the Judge.
 “Your Honor, may I confer with my client please?”  
Judge Newman nodded and replied curtly.
“Briefly.”
Dell moved toward the defense table and leaned over to listen as the defendant whispered in 

her ear.  She tried to hide her discomfort as the defendant voiced his concern in harsh whispers 
and an argument between them ensued.  Seconds passed, as the defendant refused to back down 
and his head bobbled his affirmation more strongly, slamming his fist upon the desk.  Dell stood 
tall and forced herself to relay her client’s wishes.

“Your Honor, I’d like to request a short recess, if I may … please?”
Judge Newman checked the time on her wrist watch and turned toward Alana.
“Miss Waverly, you may step down and be ready to resume questioning.”  She looked 

toward the defense attorney stating, “Thirty minutes, Miss Dell, and that’s all,” she ended as she 
slammed her gavel down and rose.  “This court will recess until 10:30.”

The defense team rose and left the room with the defendant in guarded tow.
Alana stepped down from the witness stand and moved into Dylan’s waiting embrace.
Dylan hugged her fiercely and placed a tender kiss upon her forehead.
“You were awesome sweetheart.”
Ray Hampton and his assistant, Miranda both rose and stepped around the massive oak table 

with smiles that radiated their utter joy.
“Brilliant … absolutely brilliant,” Ray declared, “I could not have asked you to refute her 

line of questioning any better my dear.
“What was that all about though?”  Alana questioned.



A self-pleased grunt escaped Miranda.
“Wouldn’t be surprised, if he wants to plea bargain,” she answered.  “They have nothing to 

counter.  All that’s left is bartering his time behind bars.”
Alana knew it was her time to play stupid and looked at Ray.
“Just like that … they can do that so late in the game?” 
“They can request a plea any time before a jury is locked down.  Due to the weight of the 

evidence we have against him, which they’ve seen upfront, the strong probability the jury will 
find him guilty and especially the way you just handled yourself, it’s very likely that’s what 
Philips will be looking to do.” Hampton replied.

Dylan sighed in exasperation as he encircled Alana’s waist.
“If I was the judge and this does happen, I’d be frigging pissed.  Isn’t the whole purpose 

behind a plea, to help alleviate the burden on the court system, save taxpayer’s dollars, and the 
victim from having to go through all of this shit?”

Miranda gave a thoughtful look and reached out to pat his arm.
“Thinking it, sadly does not necessarily mean that’s the course they will take.  Even if 

they were to make such a request, they know the prosecution has to agree to it first before it’s 
even presented to the Judge.  And, she does not have to agree.” Alana looked at Ray with 
concern filled eyes.

“Will you entertain one?”
“Do you want me to?” he replied quickly.
Alana thought long and hard before she answered.  Here was her chance.  She wanted it to 

end and move on with her life, planning her wedding without a trial hanging over her head, and 
mainstream back into a lifestyle hindered by her disability, but resolved in knowing she had a 
beautifully blessed future awaiting her.

“I want it over Ray so Dylan and I can live our lives happily ever after.  I believe he’s a 
good man, a wonderful husband, and I see in his children’s eyes, that he is a loving father.  I 
want him to reimburse all of my medical and therapy expenses and have it placed in a trust fund 
for my grandchildren.  I want the court to mandate he receive counseling and have his license 
suspended for a time they deem appropriate under the law.”  

Ray nodded.
“And what about sentencing Alana?  You have the right to make that plea before the Judge.” 
Alana sniffed, as tears began to roll down her cheeks.
“I need for them to agree before I make that judgment.  Will Judge Newman allow this 

Ray?”
Ray stepped forward and clasped Alana’s hands between his and squeezed.
“I think we have a good chance of her granting your wishes.  They are somewhat 

unorthodox, but certainly feasible.”
The side door to the courtroom opened and Shannon Dell’s assistant stepped in and 

approached the small group.
“Mr. Hampton, Ms. Dell was wondering, if she could speak with you outside briefly.”
Ray nodded in the affirmative, winked at Alana, and followed the assistant out of the 

courtroom, Miranda at his side.



Family and close friends moved forward to congregate behind the prosecutor’s table with 
concerns of their own.  Dylan and Alana joined them and did their best to dispel any fears and 
share with them what had transpired up to that point.

Alana could not help, but feel a sense of compassion for Dolores Philips, the defendants’ 
wife.  The woman looked exhausted, beaten, and heartbroken, as she clung to her children for 
support and strength.  

At that moment, Dolores looked up and her eyes fused across the room with Alana’s.  There 
was something that passed between them Alana could not explain, other than the fact, she was 
drawn to the attractive, petite woman, whose eyes beseeched Alana’s forgiveness on behalf of 
her husband. 

Dolores rose and patted her children’s arms of support away and at that moment they too 
both realized where their mothers’ attention was drawn, as she stepped forward slowly and 
crossed the aisle over to the forbidden side.

Alana broke away from Dylan and her supporters without a spoken word, somewhat 
distracted, yet more magnetized to the sorrowful woman, who then opened her arms wide in 
offering, drawing Alana into an endearing, imploring encirclement of pardon and absolution.

The two women sobbed openly, taking comfort from the warming tranquility their embraces 
offered.  Alana squeezed the stranger, enveloping her within the protective cocoon of her arms, 
offering a heartfelt cleansing of all blame and condemnation.

“I’m so sorry … for your pain,” Dolores cried.
The women continued to cling to each other unawares of the quiet whimpers and soft sobs 

that emanated throughout the courtroom. 
“I know that Dale … must be held culpable for his crime … he … he … is a good man … 

we have lost -”
Both defense and prosecuting attorneys entered the courtroom with their entourage and 

Dylan moved forward to wrap his arm protectively around Alana, and acknowledged the woman 
still clinging to the person he loved more than life itself with a compassionate bow.

Ray noticed the connection between both women and approached Alana with a casual nod, 
tenderly clasped hold of her elbow, and led her back to their side of the courtroom.

 “We just sought counsel with Judge Newman in her chamber.  It was as we expected … 
defense requested a chance to plea out.  I placed your demands before them, and they agreed in 
the presence of Judge Newman, who will grant the plea only after hearing any other additional 
appeals you may wish to make.”

Alana’s eyes lit with satisfaction as she clung to Dylan’s arm.
“What about sentencing?”
Ray replied.  “That will be up to you Alana.  She will give you a chance to voice your 

concerns one last time after you hear what has transpired.” 
Dylan and Alana seated themselves and waited for what was yet to come.

---

The clerk entered the chambers and requested everyone to rise.
Judge Newman moved into the courtroom, sat immediately, and asked all to take their seats. 

She looked in Alana’s direction and the warm smile that graced her lips was out of character.



“Miss Waverly, the request you have made, unorthodox as it is, still I am not averse to 
considering.”  Her look is one of reverence as she entwines her fingers and rests her hands atop 
her desk before continuing.  “On behalf of this court, I’m sorry for the pain and suffering you 
have endured throughout this trial.”

Alana smiled in return and nodded graciously.  “Thank you, your Honor.”
 Judge Newman redirected her attention to the defendant.
“Will the defendant please rise?”
The defendant did as he was requested, along with his defense team by his side.
“Mr. Philips, as much as it infuriates me that you have waited until this point in your trial to 

request a plea, be thankful and feel blessed sir that Miss Waverly made the request she did, 
which has been presented and accepted by this court.”

Philips head bowed respectfully, then gazed sorrowfully at Alana. 
“I am most thankful, Your Honor.” 
Judge Newman continued.
“That being said Mr. Philips; we have the issue of a crime at hand here.  There are days … 

this most definitely being one of them, I wish I was in a different line of work.  As I said to you 
already in chamber, which needs to be shared openly in this courtroom, there are no words of 
comfort I can give to you and your grieving family for the gut-wrenching and heartbreaking pain 
you suffer over the loss of your oldest son.

This court is honored and extremely appreciative for the service he has given to this great 
nation of ours and the grave sacrifice he has made in doing so.”

Judge Newman sighed deeply and shook her head with the deepest remorse, as Dolores 
Philips broke down into tears.

Alana and Dylan are both aghast as the Judges’ words begin to sink in and sobs break out 
once again, from onlookers in the galley.

“I am not going to drag this on any longer.  However, what do I do with you, sir?  Do I 
throw you behind bars with other hardened criminals?”

She shuffled through numerous papers strewn about her desk, shook her head, and continued.
  “The written testimonies here on your behalf, quantify you are a good man, sir.  I believe 

that,” she nodded.  “But … you made a grievous error the day you got behind the wheel of your 
truck with far beyond the allowed limit of alcohol in your bloodstream.  You have consciously 
allowed your grief to control your actions not once, but multiple times, since the death of your 
son.  By the grace of all that is good and holy, Miss Waverly was not killed that day.  I have no 
assurances this will not happen again.  It is my duty as an Officer of this court to uphold the laws 
of our state and provide justice on Miss Waverly’s behalf.”

The Judge turned her gaze upon Alana and lifted her hand addressing her to rise.
“Miss Waverly, is there anything you would like to say before I pass sentencing?”
Alana swallowed hard, bowed her head, cupped her face between her palms, and closed her 

eyes.
Ray stood immediately to speak, but Judge Newman waved her hand, shaking her head in 

the negative to thwart any argument.  She raised her index finger to her lips as a request for 
silence.

Ray bowed his head in acknowledgment and sat quietly, awaiting Alana’s response, just like 
everyone else in the room.



All onlookers sat in quiet anticipation, waiting for Alana to stand and speak of what was in 
her heart and on her mind … words that would truly alter the defendant’s life and that of his 
family forever.

Alana exhaled and inhaled slowly to calm her quivering stomach and rapid heartbeat.  She 
rubbed her face with the palms of her hand, slowly looked up, and gazed into the eyes of the man 
who taught her how to live and love again.  She reached out for his hand and did not let go as she 
rose to face the Judge.

“It takes a lot of energy, Your Honor,” Alana’s voice quivered, “to hold onto anger and 
bitterness.  You never lose forgiving someone, but you do lose, when you continue to hold such 
emotions in your heart.  I ask that you be lenient towards sentencing, Your Honor.  It would 
serve no purpose placing Mr. Philips behind bars, since he’s been such a value to the community 
and a wonderful, loving husband and father.  

I beg that he receives the counseling he needs to free his heart of the grief and burden he 
carries over the loss of his son.”  Her voice trailed off into a sob as she took her seat next to 
Dylan and drew strength and comfort from his embracing arms.

Judge Newman smiled warmly and thought deeply for what seemed longer than mere 
minutes.

“Mr. Philips, this court suspends your license for a period of one year, mandatory enrollment 
in an alcohol treatment program along with one-thousand hours of community service.  You will 
reimburse Miss Waverly for all medical and rehabilitation costs, once her counsel provides 
proper paperwork, within a period of ninety days.  This court is adjourned and you are free to go. 
Do not disappoint this court, or Miss Waverly, for the kindness and forgiveness she has shown 
you today sir.”

Dale Philips broke into tears as he sobbed, “I won’t, Your Honor.  I won’t.  I promise on the 
soul of my … my son David.”

Judge Newman slammed her gavel and rose to exit the courtroom, which erupted into 
emotional bedlam. 

Dylan squeezed Alana even more tightly to him and she lost herself in the wonder of his 
strength, his love and protection as her Grandmother’s famous words reverberated in her mind.

Yes, she sighed deeply, this too shall pass, Gram, because I know now, if you never lose 
sight of what you believe in, there is no end to what you can accomplish.

THE END

I truly hope you enjoyed my very first contemporary romance.  I have another treat for you,  
and that’s my Love Song Standards Series coming out soon.  If you haven’t guessed already, I  
am a TRUE romantic.  When I write, I like to listen to all of the romantic classics.  I thought,  
what a great idea it would be, to choose some of my favorites and title a book after it.  Make 
sure you check them out.  I promise, you won’t be disappointed.  Once I’m through, there will be 
twelve books to the series, each and every one I hope will capture your hearts.  Hugs & Kisses 
from me to you ~

The titles will include:



Unchained Melody
Strangers In The Night
For Once In My Life
Can’t Help Falling In Love
At Last
Chances Are
All The Way
I Swear
It’s Impossible
Sincerely
Some Enchanted Evening
Unforgettable
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